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Abstract
Offshore wind energy is starting to gain a foothold in the United States and with that comes a
multitude of problems and several opportunities. Some of these problems and opportunities
concern the role equity plays between the developers of offshore wind and the various
communities they will impact. Not all communities are the same, and some of these
communities have been more plagued from inequitable fossil fuel infrastructure than others.
How can offshore wind developers offer equity to hosting communities? This research is focused
on the post-industrial city of Providence, Rhode Island a high-population density post-industrial
city where offshore wind farms will be constructed in the coming decade. Communities such as
Providence, Rhode Island won’t see offshore wind farms in their viewsheds, but residents are still
highly affected in a few ways including the price of electricity, the potential to clean polluted
areas, and the jobs that may become available in the coming years. Between the summer of 2021
and the summer of 2022 I conducted semi-structured interviews with 18 key informants including
developers, nonprofit experts, activists, government officials, politicians, and citizens in
Providence. My research shows that respondents are concerned about the cost of electricity,
unsure about where their electricity comes from, and believe the areas around the Port of
Providence to be at greatest risk from climate change and pollution. It also shows that there is
confusion and a lack of clarity around the role of offshore wind development in the city’s energy
justice priorities.
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Positionality Statement
This study on the intersection of wind power and equity in Providence is part of my requirements
to obtain a Master’s in Marine Affairs from the University of Rhode Island. It is a self-funded
project I designed to gain more perspective on topics such as wind energy and equity as well as to
acquire experience in the realm of qualitative research techniques. I hope the information
collected and presented here will benefit Providence as the city becomes a base for the regional
transition to offshore wind energy. I further hope this thesis will become a resource for
communities around the Port of Providence who will be impacted by offshore wind or for future
researchers studying the relationship between equity, justice, and the environment.

I am a cis-gendered, heterosexual American male of mainly northern European descent who has
benefitted greatly from my class privilege and gender, along with the use and abuse of fossil fuels
in general. I have resided in Rhode Island for over fifteen years. A lifelong sailor, I am very familiar
with the ecosystem services that wind power affords, but do not consider myself necessarily
familiar with the social costs associated with them. As someone who helped participate in the
siting of the Block Island Wind Farm by inputting knowledge in the ocean planning process, I was
familiar with our state’s transition to renewable energy but not necessarily with the asymmetrical
power relations and forms of supremacy that are associated with it.
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Introduction
Are offshore wind farms and the renewable energy they produce a solution to the inequities
posed by fossil fuels or will their development perpetuate inequities found throughout our
energy system? In the United States, there are currently only two small offshore wind farms: the
30 MW Block Island Wind Farm (BIWF) and the 12 MW Coastal Virginia Offshore Wind Farm
(CVOW). However, the Biden Administration announced a 30-gigawatt (GW)-by-2030 national
offshore wind energy goal and states continue to adopt their own offshore wind procurement
mandates (White House, 2021). In the state of Rhode Island alone, there’s been significant
legislative activity to curb greenhouse gas pollution and jumpstart this nascent industry.
Providence, Rhode Island was chosen as an ideal site to study for two reasons 1) large offshore
wind projects are slated to be constructed off Rhode Island’s coast and 2) because the area has a
history of environmental justice issues tied to its dependence on the fossil fuel infrastructure that
exists in certain communities.

The basis of this research takes place primarily in Providence, Rhode Island. However, this work
has implications for the entire nation that will be affected by the economic and social effects of
our transition to renewable energy. The presence of offshore wind should not be evidence that
the environmental injustices that have plagued certain communities are solved; however, it
should provide opportunities to address prior injustices.

Providence, Rhode Island is a unique case study for a variety of reasons. With regards to offshore
wind, Rhode Island has been on the forefront of the technology in the US for many years, and the
state is home to the Block Island Wind Farm, the first commercial offshore wind farm in the
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country. The Block Island Wind Farm was seen as a test case for larger wind projects and was
built in state waters (Gillis, 2016). The much larger Revolution Wind project, by comparison, is
located to be built in federal waters. The General Assembly just passed legislation in June 2022
seeking the development of an additional 600-1,000 MW of offshore wind capacity (Belmore,
2022). To date, there have been no social assessment studies concerning the equity implications
of offshore wind. The path to offshore wind has not always gone smoothly. There has been
opposition to offshore wind from neighboring communities for a few reasons (Kempton et al.,
2005, Wolsink, 2010). Opposition might come from a NIMBY (not-in-my-backyard) response,
although experts have widely dismissed this idea, but it also can come from a variety of other
sources such as underlying values and beliefs about the ocean (Bidwell, 2017) or economic
factors (Haggett, 2008). Failure to adopt offshore renewable energy has the potential to impede
the development of this technology, especially given the country’s lukewarm history of support of
renewables (Sovacool and Ratan, 2012).

One possible solution to providing more equity towards affected communities is through
community benefit agreements (CBAs). It has been argued that this approach helps to rectify any
perceived inequity between the impacts and benefits from renewable energy developments
while also addressing procedural and distributive forms of justice (Rudolph et al., 2018). CBAs
must be negotiated carefully as inequities, impacts, and benefits vary between communities and
change over time.

In the case of Rhode Island, the proposed windfarms are offshore, and although some of the
affected communities may not be within the viewshed they may still experience a number of
impacts. Residents of Providence could feel the impacts of increased electricity prices. In
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addition, Providence, through its port, offers the space to create a regional US offshore wind hub
through the creation of a foundation component factory. This factory will be used for the
fabrication and assembly of foundation platforms for offshore wind projects serving Rhode Island,
Connecticut, and New York (renews.biz,2021).

This research investigates how key informants in Providence perceive the expansion of offshore
wind in the context of present inequalities, challenges posed to citizens related to energy, and
challenges posed by climate change. This research consists of three objectives: 1) to understand
the range of perspectives, attitudes, knowledge and beliefs held by key stakeholders about
offshore wind farms and alternative energy developments near the Port of Providence; 2) based
on this information, to explore which approaches to offshore wind energy and emerging plausible
scenarios would best meet the needs of the community; and 3) to envision what a just energy
transition might look like in Providence with implications for nearby coastal urban areas. In this
case study, I conducted semi-structured interviews with nineteen key informants related to the
city or related to offshore wind. Key informants were identified as having a role in the community
or a role in wind development and are likely to be involved in the procurement of energy in some
way.

My results show that key informants view areas in South Providence and the Port of Providence
to be the most affected by pollution and inequality in the city. Key informants had a poor grasp
on how their energy was produced, thought their energy bills were too high, and that they had
environmental worries other than climate change, such as air quality, water quality, lack of trees
and lack of usable coastline. There is also confusion and a lack of clarity around the role of
offshore wind development in the city’s energy justice priorities.
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2: Review of Literature

2.1 Offshore Wind Social Science
In the context of climate change, the need to shift towards a low-carbon energy system such as
offshore wind power has become one of the central challenges for achieving economic and
environmental sustainability. Offshore wind power development is expanding globally and a
growing number of conflicts surrounding large-scale wind farms are emerging in multiple
locations around the world (Avila, 2018).
The primary social challenge of offshore wind power development may be local community
members’ struggle to come to terms with the transformation of the ocean (Firestone, 2018). The
best means to achieving offshore wind power is disputed by those who hold divergent interests,
values, and prospects for future endeavors (Bradley and Herdén, 2014). Social scientists have
urged a more nuanced understanding of public attitudes towards wind energy and other
renewables (Bidwell, 2013). The growing number of conflicts around renewable energy
transitions reflects such tensions and offers social scientists an opportunity to address the
multiple voices and power rearrangements that have emerged during this major societal
transformation.

Sovacool (2014) performed a meta-analysis of 4,444 research articles involving 9,549 authors
from three leading energy journals from 1999-2013. He found that the typical author of a paper
was male, trained in science, economics, or energy studies and mostly used quantitative analysis
to come to their conclusions. He promotes energy justice as a promising avenue for research
because “energy justice . . . recognizes that energy needs to be included within the list of things
we prize; how we distribute the benefits and burdens of energy systems is pre-eminently a
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concern for any society that aspires to be fair (p.15)”. Another trend in the social science of
offshore wind (and energy research) is illuminating the “black box” of energy decentralization.
Sovacool found that only 12.6% of sampled articles utilized qualitative methods and less than 5%
of citations were to social science and humanities journals. Work by Howe and Boyer (2019)
illustrates that what we experience as energy (such as switching on the lights) is a combination of
plural social, political, and material actors and processes. Their fieldwork in Mexico's Isthmus of
Tehuantepec to examine the political, social, and ecological dimensions of moving from fossil
fuels to wind power is a critical look at the politics of wind power and the legacy of Indigenous
resistance.

2.2 The Triumvirate Conception of Energy Justice
Energy justice is centered around the notion that all individuals should have access to energy
that is affordable, safe, sustainable and that all citizens are able to sustain a decent lifestyle, as
well as the opportunity to participate in and lead energy decision-making processes with the
authority to make change (Karley and Coniskey, 2020). Academics often talk about energy justice
as having three main components: distributive, recognitional, and procedural forms of justice
(Rudolph, 2018). Principles of distributive justice are best thought of as providing moral guidance
for the political processes and structures that affect the socially accepted distribution of benefits
and burdens in societies. Examples of distributive justice would be the creation of a community
fund so that equality was addressed between developers and the community, or cheaper energy
rates for community members. These are both examples of how developers can give back to a
certain community so that the costs and benefits of a particular energy project are better aligned.
Anchustegui (p.2) says that “benefits could be in the form of local investments, funds,
scholarships, and even allowing communities to have the right of co-ownership of the facility.”
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Procedural justice, as discussed by Gross (2007), is the perceived fairness of the procedures used
to make cost and benefit allocation decisions. Decisions concerning the siting of infrastructure
developments or the use of natural resources have the potential to damage a community's social
well-being if the outcomes and process are perceived to be unfair. The fairness of the process,
transparency, opportunities to voice positions and concerns, and impartiality in decision-making
are four principles of procedural justice (Firestone, 2012).

Recognition-based justice moves researchers to consider which sections of society are ignored or
misrepresented (Jenkins, 2016). Recognition and procedural justice often go hand in hand as
scholars value who is being represented in decision-making processes as well as the measures
that allow or inhibit this representation. Recognition justice seeks to acknowledge all individuals
or communities that are impacted by changes in the energy system, and values the
understanding of social, political, and cultural impacts of the energy policies or decisions to all
people (Balacchiocchi et al., 2022). Additionally, and crucially, recognition justice considers who is
represented or ignored and how underrepresented communities can come to be recognized in
the past, present, and future (Moore, Canfield, Frazier, 2019). It requires an understanding of
historic and ongoing inequalities and prescribes efforts to reconcile these inequalities. In the case
of offshore wind energy, it strives to evaluate “who” the community is and how they’re being
recognized. Recognition justice considers issues wherein one solution (such as “ameliorating the
effects of climate change”) may not in fact be the biggest or most pressing issue for a given
community.
2.2.1 Distributive Justice
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Distributive justice regards the distribution of ills and benefits resulting from energy systems.
Where are the injustices and how should we solve them? It concerns not just the siting of
infrastructure but access to energy structures too (Jenkins, 2016). Distributional issues are also
pertinent to offshore wind energy, where the coastal communities nearest to the developments
may see none of the economic development or profits associated with development, with
undersea cables often delivering the electricity to faraway places (Tyler, 2020), or where
communities far from the actual sited wind farm may be subject to changing electrical and
infrastructural conditions without prior consultation.

One way of providing more distributive justice to affected communities of a given energy
structure is through community ownership. Community ownership is a model where a local
community becomes an investor in the project, allowing individuals to benefit financially from the
wind farm via the purchasing of shares or bonds (Vuichard et al., 2019). Some scholars argue that
this model could be replicated in future proposed wind farms (Jenkins, 2016).

An example of community ownership is the Middelgrunden Offshore Wind Farm in Denmark. The
wind farm consists of twenty 2 MW turbines and is owned 50% by Energi E2 (the developer) and
50% by the Middelgrunden Wind Turbine Cooperative, who boasts 8,553 members (Larsen,
2005). The cooperative’s part consists of 40,500 shares. One share represents a production of
1,000 kWh/year, and in 2005 was sold for 567 euros. Shared ownership presumes that company
and community actors have common goals, can form effective partnerships and negotiate fair
outcomes. Shared ownership is fostered by expectations of positive outcomes both for
communities and for developers. For a community, working with a commercial partner might
enable participation in a larger scale project, as developers can spread the risk between different
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projects compared to community-led approaches where the total risk is borne by the
communities themselves. The wind cooperative has the knowledge from the private wind sector,
with enthusiasm and commitment as well as better contacts with the public and the press
(Sorenson, 2002).

On the other end, shared projects sometimes generate significant negative local environmental
impacts and often lead to local opposition, ‘NIMBYism’ (Not In My Back Yard), and may not
always receive planning consent (Goedkoop and Devine-Wright, 2016). Ramirez and Bohm
(2021) further claim that wind parks in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec offered high electricity bills
and limited jobs in wind parks. These are examples of distributive energy injustices that
exacerbate colonial relations. Ramirez and Bohm also state that when multi-national energy
(MNE) companies block energy access to citizens who live on the land where the energy is
generated a distributive injustice is occurring .

2.2.2 Procedural Justice
While distributive justice concentrates on the dissemination of negative and positive impacts of a
particular project, procedural justice considers the engagement efforts and tools that developers
use to include local communities in the siting and decision making processes (Cole, 2020). To put
it another way, procedural justice is the implementation of fair and equitable institutional
processes with regard to environmental management (Lecuyer, 2018).

Procedural justice, as discussed by Gross (2007), is the perceived fairness of the procedures used
to make cost and benefit allocation decisions. Decisions concerning the siting of infrastructure
developments or the use of natural resources have the potential to damage a community's social
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well-being if the outcomes and process are perceived to be unfair. The fairness of the process,
transparency, opportunities to voice positions and concerns, and impartiality in decision-making
are four principles of procedural justice (Firestone, 2012).

The Ocean Special Area Management Plan (SAMP) is roundly considered an example of good
procedural justice because it appears to have built a chain of trust in the institutions that led the
successful planning and siting of the Block Island Wind Farm. Two factors that made this
particular project so successful were community benefits included in the project and a planning
process that included “bi-directional deliberative learning (Dwyer, 2019).” The SAMP process also
made information about state waters readily available before the Block Island Wind farm was
considered (Nutters and Pinto da Silva, 2012). Having participated in SAMP process, offshore
wind was not a new topic to local leaders when the project was proposed.

An example of bad procedural justice would be in Ontario, where individual property owners are
thought to receive compensation of roughly $8,000 per turbine per year, however, this
information is not publicly accessible or widely shared in the community due to the
confidentiality of the agreements (Walker, Baxter, & Ouellette, 2014). Procedural injustice
represents unequal access to the process of decision-making that occurs concerning energy
development. In addition to a lack of access to the decision-making process, procedural injustice
also could also involve the incomplete disclosure of information on various forms of energy
development, which forms of energy development receive subsidies, and any plans for future
development (Mueller, 2020).
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Participants tended to be more satisfied with engagement processes that involved bi-directional
and accessible, deliberative learning and the provision of custom-tailored community benefits
(Klain, 2016). A CBA that highlights stakeholder engagement and fair process is crucial. With the
Block Island Wind Farm, the developers hired a liaison who had grown up on the island to
facilitate community involvement and hold informational meetings (Dwyer, 2016).

2.2.3 Recognitional Justice
Recognition justice requires an understanding of historic and ongoing inequalities, and prescribes
efforts that seek to reconcile these inequalities (Carley & Konisky 2020). Recognition injustice can
place constraints on people, denigrate ways of life, cause physical harm, negatively impact
understandings of self, strip people of rights, remove people from being recognized and
participating in processes and further reinforce structures of oppression (Schlosberg, 2003).

Recognition justice takes into account who is being recognized and how they’re being recognized.
For some scholars, an example of recognition justice would be in New England where offshore
wind makes concessions to the fishing industry. Deepwater Wind and the town of New
Shoreham (Block Island) developed a formal agreement in which Deepwater would generate 300
jobs during the construction phase, including opportunities for local mariners and fishermen.
Local mariners and fishermen were targeted because they were a community that stood to be
impacted by the construction of the wind farm (Klain, 2015). More marginalized groups within
coastal communities that are not as powerful as the fishing community often get excluded.
Recognition justice can be highly related to distributive justice. During the construction of the
Middelgrunden offshore wind farm in Denmark, there was an expansive and open consultation
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process that led to widespread public support but left some stakeholders who regularly utilized
the ocean in permanent opposition to the project (Haggett, 2011).

In the case of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in Mexico, foreign wind developers profited from
expropriating access to land and wind resources at a cheap price (Howe, 2019 and Boyer, 2019).
Meanwhile local people were left feeling ripped off, excluded and stuck with the environmental
changes brought by the wind project. In general, people living around wind energy sites are faced
with carrying the costs of the developer’s ambitions (Pasqualetti, 2011). Even though people like
wind and solar power in the abstract, some object to large projects near their homes, especially if
they don’t financially benefit from the project. Residents may be concerned about noise and
shadow flicker, potential declines in property values, bird kills, and many believe that wind
turbines are an eyesore (Gross, 2020). Dunlap has found that wind energy projects can advance
destructive political and economic trends in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, which are symptomatic
of larger international neoliberal and climate change policies. Of the contacts interviewed by
Dunlap (2007), it was roundly found that only landowners in La Ventosa (located on the Isthmus
of Tehuantepec) stood to benefit from wind projects – there were no broader collective benefits
achieved for the people as in a community.

The swarming of Indigenous lands in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec by windfarm developers
severed the connection the Indigenous Zapotec, Huave, and other fishermen in the area had with
the land in order to construct wind farms. “From birds chirping and tranquility to the buzz of
electrical currents and wind turbine gears grinding, this is the change taking place. For people
living with and connected to the land, the impact of industrial wind turbines is significant. For
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urban dwellers this might already be their life, but the monotonous buzz, turbine rotations and
shadow flicker continue as long as the wind blows (Dunlap, 2018, p.566).”

During construction of the Block Island Wind Farm in 2012, a collaborative team of researchers
from the University of Rhode Island’s Graduate School of Oceanography and the Narragansett
Tribal Historic Preservation Office (NITHPO) led an investigation of submerged sites that could be
significant for Native peoples in terms of cultural heritage. The construction of Block Island Wind
Farm’s five turbines and two power cables, anchored and buried in the sea floor, did indeed
unearth archeological remains of sacred Native sites on the submerged continental shelf.
However, researchers pointed out that consultation between the developers and the Tribe was
limited to just archeology and artifacts and did not include other forms of relation (Moore and
Canfield, Frazier, 2019).

To offer recognition justice to Indigenous peoples in North America, developers of wind farms
need to have a tribal relations liaison because submerged objects must be identified due to the
Historic Preservation Act (Wells, 2017). Before it was canceled completely in January 2015, two
Massachusetts Native American Tribes alleged that the Cape Wind project would disturb
ancestral burying grounds (Spinelli, 2011). Some socio-cultural concerns including interaction
with Native American Tribes have been studied, but applicable information remains limited to
reliance on comparisons with European offshore wind research, hypothetical analyses, and
attention to small pilot projects (Russell, 2021).

2.3 Environmental Racism and Environmental Justice
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A growing body of evidence reveals that people of color and low-income populations have born
greater environmental and health risks than the society at large in their neighborhoods,
workplaces, and playgrounds, firmly making American environmentalism a question of justice
(Bullard, 2007). Environmental justice is therefore often seen as a framework for looking at the
intersection of environmentalism and race. For some scholars, environmental justice was born
out of the term “environmental racism” defined by Benjamin Chavis, former head of the United
Church of Christ's Commission on Racial Justice, when he says: “Environmental racism is racial
discrimination in environmental policy-making and enforcement of regulations and laws, the
deliberate targeting of communities of color for toxic waste facilities, the official sanctioning of
the presence of life-threatening poisons and pollutants for communities of color, and the history
of excluding people of color from leadership of the environmental movement (Chavis, 1994, p.
xii). Chavis was specifically protesting against the siting of a polychlorinated bisphenyl (PCB)
landfill in a predominantly black community in North Carolina. The commission found that race is
a predominant factor related to the presence of hazardous wastes in residential communities
throughout the United States. This backlash is frequently cited as the birthplace of the Not In My
Backyard (NIMBY) movement where more affluent communities will oppose certain projects only
to see them developed in minority communities (Godsil, 1991).

The environmental justice movement that is popular today took off from an awareness of
environmental racism, a realization of class-based inequality, and because of the work of the civil
rights movement’s attack on racism. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) defines
environmental justice as “the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless
of race, color, national origin, or income, with respect to the development, implementation, and
enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies (Parris, 2005, p.3).”
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Environmental justice redefined what environmentalism was in many ways. It states that we
cannot separate the physical environment from the cultural one and it strives to incorporate
elements of social justice. Early work by scientists and activists concerned about environmental
issues was done with little regard to underlying social inequalities that drive differential
exposures to pollution and did not incorporate the voices of people of color and the working
classes in solving them. Saha and Mohai (2015) have argued that NIMBYism grew in the 1970s
and 1980s in tandem with people’s awareness of toxic hazards and that only more affluent
communities were the ones who could muster the resources to fight the placement of toxic
facilities.

2.4 Energy Justice
Whereas efforts towards environmental justice would take race and class into account before the
citing of polluting industries in vulnerable neighborhoods, environmental injustice refers to
events like the “the great disparity in the siting of facilities that have a negative environmental
effect (Timmons Roberts, 2007, p.289).” Similarly, energy justice attempts to apply social justice
principles to energy policy. “How we distribute the benefits and burdens of energy systems is
pre-eminently a concern for any society that aspires to be fair” Sovacool (2014, p. 15). Jenkins
(2016) notes that energy policy needs to address the unequal distribution of ills throughout the
energy system from decisions on infrastructure siting to factors such as consumption and
production. From a consumption perspective, the fuel poverty agenda has revealed the uneven
spread of burdens with regards to affordable access to energy services. Fuel poverty was defined
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as “households whose fuel expenditure on all energy services exceeded 10% of their income
(Boardman, 1991).” From a production perspective, energy policy needs to keep perspective on
how the costs of the energy are distributed intergenerationally (Sovacool and Dworkin, 2015).

2.5 A Just Transition and Climate Justice
Today, the scope of just transition discourse encompasses a range of issues, including food
justice, green gentrification, and energy sovereignty. To avoid the worst effects of climate change
and transition to a low-carbon city in an equitable way that avoids harm as much as possible and
provides energy to those currently without access to reliable energy supplies and living in energy
poverty, “just transition” processes are needed (Newell, 2013). Just transition processes are
particularly critical in post-industrial cities like Providence, Rhode Island, where heavy industry
and fossil fuel infrastructure have transformed the environment significantly and a sustainable
transformation in an equitable way is needed. Researchers speak of a “postcarbon future” where
the technological elimination of carbon is a tactic to both solve climate change and ameliorate
racial injustice as though the emission of carbon was the source of racism. Lennon warns of a
transition that transforms how we create energy but does not address the racial grief that’s
foundational to white supremacy and the practices of energy generation that accompanied this
social, political, and economic phenomenon (Lennon, 2020). He speaks of how renewable energy
investments make no mention of the trauma, helplessness, and systemic marginalization of the
poor brown communities they frequently cite as the problem. He warns that the rebranding of
“zero emissions” does not end racial injustice and that a postcarbon world might “replicate racial
erasures” rather than disrupt them. Similarly, “more work needs to be done by scholars,
policymakers, and practitioners—to make sure that energy transitions do not result in the
decarbonized alternatives of unequal and unjust energy systems,” says Antadze (2021, p.5).
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“A just energy system fairly disseminates both the costs and benefits of energy services, and one
that has representative and impartial energy decision-making”, says Sovacool (2015, p.436). He
points out that, “the current wave of low-carbon transitions may create new injustices and
vulnerabilities, while also failing to address pre-existing structural drivers of injustice in energy
markets and the wider socio-economy.” Just because an energy system transitions from one that
pollutes to one that is more renewable does not absolve it from all of the crimes of industrial
production. That new energy system has the potential to bring forth new externalities that need
to be reckoned with by society.

One element that comes up frequently when discussing a “just transition” is employment in the
renewable energy sector because advocates for a just transition do not see a conflict between
environmental protection and economic vitality provided social justice values are incorporated.
Wang (2021, p. 3) “suggests that more jobs could be created in an environmentally friendly
economy” however this labor-centered approach has been criticized because it places too much
emphasis on male dominated fossil fuel workers whereas other groups remain ignored and
untargeted. A just transition will enable the use of natural resources in a more sustainable way to
help improve energy efficiency, reduce waste, while also adopt a more transformative notion of
justice that addresses race, class, and gender.

“Climate justice” came to the forefront of the US conversation after Hurricane Katrina in 2005
(Maione, 2019). Climate justice focuses on local impacts and experience, inequitable
vulnerabilities, the importance of community voices, and demands for community sovereignty
and functioning. While environmental justice activists have often talked about stopping the flow
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of toxins into communities, climate justice advocates have been more assertive in insisting on
leaving the fossil fuels responsible for greenhouse gases in the ground . Environmental justice
advocates have increasingly shifted to climate justice and adaptation with a renewed interest in
procedural justice. A large part of advocates work is making sure that affected communities are
part of the conversation to build resilience (Schlosberg, 2014).

The future of energy justice in Providence requires less fossil fuels and more renewable energy
production but it also requires that it’s done correctly, with social justice in the forefront. Lennon
(2017) envisages the equitable deployment of localized renewable energy technologies to
empower communities traditionally burdened by fossil fuels and racism. Baker (2016) defines
energy democracy as requiring that all three elements be met: climate justice, environmental
justice, and energy democracy. If we do not have all three, then we risk not transitioning to
renewable energy in an equitable way that benefits the earth and people.

2.6 Transactional Colonialism
Some scholars argue that if the transition to renewable forms of energy is not done carefully, we
risk creating a system of transactional colonialism where the profits of offshore wind don’t stay in
the local economy and multinational corporations exploit the natural resources for capital gain.
Ramirez and Bohm (2021) propose “transactional colonialism” to discuss the colonial relations
based on unequal economic transactions between elite groups and vulnerable people.

Examples of transactional colonialism and wind energy have been found in the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec in Mexico, mentioned above. Since the first mini-wind farm was established in the
Isthmus in 1994, 1600 wind turbines have been installed across 32 sites in this region, with a total
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capacity of 4,199 MW – approximately 62% of the total wind energy produced in Mexico. At least
17 projects were approved in an area where 67% of the inhabitants still live in extreme poverty
(Ávila, 2017).

Despite this proliferation, the authors argue that development for vulnerable people ‘has not
arrived’ in the Isthmus. While some have benefitted from wind energy investments – such as
multinational enterprises (MNEs) and governments – others, including some Indigenous people
residing in the Isthmus, feel that their way of life has been compromised. Two Indigenous groups
reside in this area: the Zapotec and Huave. As Boyer (2019, p. xii) has written, “Renewable energy
matters, but it matters more how it is brought into being and what forms of consultation and
cooperation are used.”

In a similar sentiment, Normann (2021) has addressed how the Indigenous Southern Saami living
along Norwegian borders have encountered “green colonialism” from wind energy development.
“Green colonialism” in this case refers to the very recent trend of how large-scale wind energy
sites can perpetuate colonialism in certain communities by dispossessing Indigenous herders and
replacing local ways of life with large scale wind energy development infrastructure and politics.
The implications of these findings suggest an urgent rethinking of renewable energy systems
including Indigenous knowledge in climate change agendas. The Southern Saami claim that
industrial-scale wind turbines will have a disastrous socioecological effect on reindeer herding.
More broadly, the findings suggest that the onset of wind power could represent the renewal of
historical processes of colonial dispossession through accumulation of land and resources.
Although large-scale wind energy projects are framed as climate change mitigation strategies,
they can simultaneously endanger sustainable life systems, violate human rights, or add insult to
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communities already striving to adapt to climate change (Normann, 2021). Environmentalist
organizations have observed a rise in memberships due to wind power opposition, and new local
and national protest networks are emerging to counter large scale wind development (Stranden,
2019).

Recent work by Moore, Canfield and Frazier (2019) has looked at the Indigenous connections to
offshore wind energy in Block Island and how American energy transitions can continue the
process of settler colonialism by erasing the contemporary presence of Native Americans and
African Americans. Through inclusion in the planning process and other democratizing methods
of knowledge production, windows of opportunity to reimagine collective life in the present and
future may be opened.

This type of erasure is happening with increased frequency. In other parts of the world, Dunlap
(2017, p. 560) says, “wind energy development is proclaimed as green, sustainable and climate
friendly, but in reality, wind energy development is still the result, in every aspect of its
production, of fossil fuels. Wind energy development as a ‘solution’ to climate change not only
distracts from our dependence on fossil fuels and mining, but renews and continues a slow
industrial genocide, assimilating and targeting people who continue to value their land, sea and
cultural relationships.”

2.7 Community Benefit Agreements
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Conflict around wind farm development has stimulated interest in ‘community benefits’ – the
provision of financial or material benefits by the developers to the citizens of areas affected by
these facilities (Cowell, 2011). As offshore wind energy development expands in earnest in the
United States, the possibility of conflict between local communities and developers may become
increasingly common. According to some scholars, community benefit agreements (CBAs) should
happen at a local level, negotiated between affected communities and the developer (Tyler,
2020). As Anchustegui (2020, p.3) cites, “community benefits play a key role when it comes to
fostering the acceptance of renewable energy projects.” Renewable energy has the potential to
correct the inequities fueled by our current extractive energy economy in conjunction with CBAs.
CBAs also represent an opportunity to examine how justice dimensions of energy projects are
conceptualized (Rudolph, 2018).

CBAs commonly take the form of community benefit funds, direct investments, living wage
provisions, an equal sharing of revenues, educational programs, or electricity discounts. Where,
and to who, CBAs should be granted should be considered as well as because defining
communities improperly can lead to recognition and procedural justice issues (Rudolph, 2018).
CBAs have many implications for how our American coastal society can equitably transition from
fossil fuels to cleaner sources of energy.

In the United States, community benefits from wind energy developments may be voluntary or
required by law. For example, the state of Maine passed legislation requiring onshore wind
developers to pay host communities based on the number of installed turbines (Klain et al.,
2015).
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The Block Island Wind Farm, located offshore of Rhode Island, was the first offshore wind farm to
operate in the U.S. and has associated community benefits. In the community benefit scheme
between the developer and the island’s sole municipality, New Shoreham, the developer agreed
to include fiber optic internet access as part of the transmission cable and pay for infrastructure
improvements where the cable made landfall (Klain et al., 2017). Also in New England, Vineyard
Power agreed to explore local job creation on Martha’s Vineyard and opportunities for residents
who use Vineyard Power to own up to 100 megawatts of the offshore wind capacity. As a result
of this community benefit arrangement, the developer received a 10% discount on their bid price
for the lease area (Klain et al., 2017). Vineyard Wind also signed a formal Community Benefit
agreement with a coastal town where the project’s transmission cables would make landfall. In
January 2015, Vineyard Wind and Vineyard Power signed the nation’s first, federally recognized,
offshore wind Community Benefit Agreement in the United States (Vineyard Wind, 2020b). In this
agreement, Vineyard Wind agreed to provide funds for beach access improvements where the
cable made landfall and the town would receive tens of millions in property tax revenue over the
life of the project in addition to $16 million in host community payments.

When asked about their preferred community benefit scheme, the majority of key informants in
Kitty Hawk, North Carolina showed interest in a community fund. Study participants saw a
community fund as a way to address a variety of problems faced by the community, such as
dredging a locally important navigation channel, building affordable housing, and beach
nourishment. A trusted local organization or a county government was also identified as the
preferred administrator of funds (Tyler, 2021).
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CBAs have been criticized in a variety of ways and have even been labeled as a form of bribery
(Jorgenson, 2020). In addition, some scholars have remarked that the benefits they intend to
enact would be best applied if they came from local or federal governments as opposed to
private industries (DeBarbieri, 2016). One issue involves “who” is the affected community and
“who” is the affected industry? Aikin (2010b) and others have stated that CBAs should be seen as
attempts from developers to overtly determine concepts of “trust” and “fairness” in their favor.
Camacho (2013) notes that CBAs typically develop in parallel to the public engagement process
but largely independent of it — a redundancy that leads to additional costs for both developers
and community members. Other studies have found that building a bottom-up and deliberative
CBA helps build a more inclusive definition of energy justice and ensures that people on the
ground are the ones defining justice concerns, as opposed to developers, NGOs and government
officials (Velasco-Herrejon, 2020). Tyler (2020) stresses the importance of meaningful
engagement in benefits as respondents wanted to keep decisions about allocations local.

2.8 Summary
Offshore wind power development is expanding and a growing number of conflicts are emerging
which offer social scientists the opportunity to address multiple voices and power
rearrangements that have emerged during this major societal transformation. Qualitative social
science is an underexplored method when researching offshore wind and energy justice is a
promising avenue for research. Energy justice concerns the distribution of costs and benefits,
considerations of who is recognized, and the procedural elements developers of the project
undertake to maintain fairness. The City of Providence has a rich history of inequities and its
citizens deserve recognition for decades of industrial abuse. To facilitate energy justice, society
will need to do more than just curb carbon dioxide emissions, the City will need to look
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holistically at how electricity is distributed along with all actors in the process, human and
natural. If this is not accomplished, we risk perpetuating a system where corporations will exploit
natural resources and contribute little to the economy, and contribute little to society as a whole.
Frameworks such as environmental justice, just transitions, climate justice, energy justice, and
energy colonialism inform these issues. Examples can be found around the world of how the
transition to offshore wind is occurring. Communities in Providence, Rhode Island, which host a
significant share of the energy distribution, also boast very diverse populations. This study
attempts to consider what a just transition for Providence, Rhode Island might look like and how
it would occur. Large-scale wind farms built in Federal waters have not yet been built, but the
considerations in this study as well as the conclusions drawn could serve as a resource for future
research.
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3: Study Context

3.1 Offshore Wind in the United States

Figure 1.1: Federally Designated Lease Areas for Offshore Wind Development on the Eastern
Seaboard USA
(Source: Business Network for Offshore Wind)

In many ways, the regulatory regime that governs offshore United States wind projects employs a
model originally established for offshore oil (Firestone, 2015). However, a major barrier to the
offshore wind farm industry in the United States has been confusion over the Outer Continental
Shelf Land Act (OCSLA), the absence of strong policy support for renewable energy initiatives in
general, and a lack of regulatory guidance prior to the Energy Policy Act of 2005 (Hornstein and
Stoermer, 2006). Prior to its passage, there was question as to whether OCSLA gave jurisdiction
to the government for the minerals in the continental shelf or the development of wind energy
over it. The Energy Policy Act directed the Department of the Interior (DOI) to establish an
offshore leasing regime in federal waters and included a tax credit for the production of
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electricity from wind power. The Energy Policy Act modified the OCSLA to allow for the
production, transportation, and transmission of energy other than oil and gas (Reilly, 2011).

Figure 1.2: U.S Offshore Wind Project Activity (Offshore Wind Market Report, 2021)
At the end of the Obama Administration in 2016, the Department of Interior and Department of
Energy released a framework for federal action to facilitate offshore wind development in the
United States calling for the development of 86 megawatts by 2050 (DOE, DOI, 2016). Five years
later, the Biden Administration announced a 30-gigawatt-by-2030 national offshore wind energy
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goal, and states now continue to adopt their own offshore wind procurement mandates (White
House, 2021a). This federal target to install 30 GW of capacity by 2030 is the first U.S. national
offshore wind energy goal. To make progress toward this goal, the Bureau of Ocean Energy
Management (BOEM) aims to evaluate at least 16 Construction and Operation Plans (COPs) by
2025 and work with the U.S. Department of Energy, U.S. Department of Commerce, and industry
stakeholders to minimize environmental impacts and ensure the coexistence of offshore wind
energy with other ocean users.

The Energy Policy Act granted the Minerals Management Service (MMS) lead management
authority for marine renewable projects (BOEM, 2021). MMS became BOEM in 2010 when the
MMS was reorganized into three smaller agencies and BOEM’s mission became to manage
development of Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) energy and mineral resources in an
environmentally and economically responsible way (Auad, 2018).

Cape Wind was a proposed offshore wind farm in Nantucket Sound in 2001. It was approved but
then several licensing and legislative setbacks delayed the development until the developer
terminated the lease in late 2017. The proposal by Cape Wind Associates, a private, for-profit
corporation, involved building 130 turbines in an area of the ocean with some of the best
sustained winds and shallowest depths. Cape Wind promised to provide power for more than a
million homes at peak output and would have helped America relieve its dependence on foreign
oil supplies. Cape Wind relied primarily on the regulation of the OCSLA. Due to its size, novelty,
and location, the project was seen by some as a symbol of the United States’ resolve to take
action to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions and reduce its dependence on fossil fuels. The
project was deemed a bellwether for the nascent offshore wind industry. The developers
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invested over $40 million and pursued the necessary permits for almost ten years.
Unfortunately, the permitting process was too cumbersome for this project to gain traction
(Kimmell, 2011). The demise of the Cape Wind Project can be blamed on many failures and one
of them is the changing regulatory landscape which contributed in part to rising costs, delays, and
litigation. The Cape Wind saga revealed that the current permitting process for offshore wind
energy projects was broken. Widespread public opposition to the project stemmed from the idea
that the ocean is a special place that should be kept natural and free of human intrusion
(Firestone, 2005).

Given the fact that the United States has not been able to begin large-scale offshore wind
production but is now poised to enter the global market as a major player, there is a lot of
pressure for the country’s first utility scale development to be successful. Failure has the
potential to set the United States back again in a big way, especially given the country’s lukewarm
history of support of renewables (Sovacool and Ratan, 2012). It is important for developers and
policy makers to pay particular attention to those who may not see the turbines but feel affected,
such as through electricity price changes, job markets, vacation site disruptions, and proximity to
new infrastructure and wind farm servicing ports (Batel and Devine-Wright, 2018).

3.2 Regulatory Framework for Rhode Island Offshore Wind Development
In 2004, Rhode Island codified new legislation encouraging the development of renewable energy
sources. It also enacted the first Renewable Energy Standard (RES) and set a goal to have 19%
renewable energy by 2019 (Smith, 2022). A RES is a market-based mechanism that requires
utilities to gradually increase the portion of electricity produced from renewable resources such
as wind, biomass, geothermal, and solar energy. At the moment, Rhode Island receives its
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electricity from a number of different sources. All electric suppliers are required to purchase
renewable energy certificates (RECs) to cover 19% of the electricity they sell in Rhode Island. A
renewable energy certificate represents 1 MWh of renewable energy generated and delivered to
the electric grid (Anthony, 2022). Because the RES uses renewable energy certificates to measure
supplies, sources can be located throughout the New England electric system and not only in
Rhode Island (Kuffner, 2022).

In 2016, Rhode Island jumpstarted offshore wind energy development by partnering with
Deepwater Wind, LLC who developed a 30 MW wind farm – the Block Island Wind Farm approximately three miles southwest of Block Island, representing the first commercial wind farm
in North America. The Block Island Wind Farm was important for a number of reasons, not
excluding the comprehensive planning process it went through beforehand, mentioned above
(Dwyer, 2016).

An executive order signed by former Governor Gina Raimundo in January of 2020 called for 100%
renewable energy in Rhode Island by 2030 (Raimondo, 2021). In the executive order, she
challenged the state to accelerate its clean energy portfolio ten-fold by December 2020, to 1,000
MW citing the success of the Block Island Wind Farm and the targets enacted in the Resilient
Rhode Island Act (Raimondo, 2020). On April 14, 2021, Governor Dan McKee signed into law the
2021 Act on Climate, which sets mandatory, enforceable climate emissions reduction goals
leading the state of Rhode Island to achieve net-zero emissions economy-wide by 2050. It
instructs the state to develop a plan to reduce all climate emissions from transportation,
buildings and heating, and electricity used economywide to 10 percent below 1990 levels by
2021, 45 percent below 1990 levels by 2030, 80 percent below 1990 levels by 2040, and net-zero
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by 2050. The law sets mandates, not goals, and makes the mandates enforceable in Rhode Island
Superior Court (Kuffner, 2021). The 2021 Act on Climate is the follow-up to the 2014 Resilient
Rhode Island Act, which set specific greenhouse gas reduction targets (Hannon, 2021). The Act on
Climate also established the Executive Climate Change Coordinating Council (EC4) and
established two advisory bodies, the EC4 Advisory Board and the EC4 Science and Technical
Advisory Board, to assist the Council.

This short timeline is the most aggressive by any state in the nation for a complete adoption of
renewable electric supplies. If the proposed Revolution Wind project is developed (see Figure
1.3), it would push the total supply of renewable energy to the state up above 40%, and if a
proposed solicitation for another 600 megawatts of offshore wind capacity moves forward, it
would take the total up to more than 80% (Kuffner, 2022). However, even with Revolution Wind
and a yet-to-be-granted wind farm lease, Rhode Island is still falling behind in terms of its
renewable portfolio standard. Whereas states like New York and New Jersey have targets of
9,000 MW and 7,500 MW by 2035, Rhode Island has just 400 MW approved (Musial et al., 2021)

29

Figure 1.3: Offshore Wind Market Report for 2021, NREL (Musial, et al., 2021)
On June 29, 2022, legislation was signed into law to increase the RES - every year until 100%
renewable energy is sourced by the state in 2033 (McDermott, 2022). While the RES does not
guarantee that the actual energy used in Rhode Island comes from a local renewable source, nor
does it prohibit any utilities from supplying energy generated by fossil fuel, it does result in the
generation of a corresponding amount of renewable energy in the region and encourages
construction of renewable projects (Belmore, 2022).

3.3 Revolution Wind Lease
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Revolution Wind, LLC is a 50/50 joint offshore wind venture between Ørsted North America Inc.
(headquartered in Denmark) and Eversource Investment LLC (headquartered in Connecticut) that
was awarded in May 2018 (Froese, 2019). The wind farm portion of the project will be located in
federal waters on the Outer Continental Shelf approximately 15 miles south of Rhode Island, 12
miles southwest of Martha’s Vineyard and 34 miles southeast of Connecticut (Figure 5). It will
include up to 100 wind turbine generators, two offshore substations, and two submarine export
cables (Revolution Wind, 2021).

A power purchase agreement was made between Ørsted and the Rhode Island Public Utilities
Commission in May 2019 (Faulkner, 2019). The project is expected to produce 704 megawatts of
energy: 400 of which will be sent to Rhode Island via two 46-mile underground transmission
cables to a new substation set to be constructed in the Quonset Business Park. Of the 704
megawatts of power, 400 megawatts are slated to go to Rhode Island and 304 megawatts are
slated to go to Connecticut. The substation would connect to Rhode Island Energy’s existing
Davisville Substation before being spread out across the state grid. Work on it could begin as
early as 2023, and it is projected to power over 350,000 households in Rhode Island and
Connecticut. The wind farm itself will be built in federal waters (Meritt, 2020). National Grid and
Ørsted signed a contract for the project at a real levelized price of $74/MWh (Morton, 2021).
Ørsted and Eversource also announced a $24-million investment in a foundation manufacturing
facility in Port of Providence, Rhode Island (Revolution Wind, 2021). This will be the first Tier-1
U.S. manufacturing facility to enter the offshore wind supply chain. The assembly facility will
support the development of much bigger projects that would supply power to Rhode Island,
Connecticut and New York including South Fork, Sunrise Wind, as well as Revolution Wind
(Kuffner, 2022).
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Figure 1.4: Revolution Wind Project Area (BOEM, 2020)

3.4 Providence, Rhode Island Social Context and Politics
The Providence region is said to be home to the birth of the Industrial Revolution in the United
States. In 1790, Moses Brown and Samuel Slater opened the first water-powered cotton-spinning
factory in the United States in Pawtucket, Rhode Island, thus beginning a new age of
industrialization (Office of Sustainability, 2019). In 1853, The USACE completed the first of many
dredging projects in the Providence River. Ships sailed for ports around the world and passenger
steamers departed for cities all over New England. Manufactured goods made in factories in
Providence and surrounding cities along the Seekonk and Woonasquatucket Rivers were shipped
out while immigrants arrived from the Azores, Ireland, and Italy, often finding work as
longshoremen or sailors. During this period, wharves and piers were built up and down the banks

32

of Providence Harbor. Most commercial activity today has been consolidated in the Fields Point
area served by ProvPort, Inc, a nonprofit corporation that in 1994 purchased the Municipal Port
from the City (McCann, 2009).

Today, Providence is a very diverse city with Non-Hispanic people coming in at 33.1%, White
Hispanic 22%, other Hispanic at 15.9%, Black or African American at 13.9%, and Asian at 5.89%
(Deloitte, 2020). Providence is also a major transport hub for fossil fuels, which has significant
local health impacts. The Port of Providence has fossil fuel import, storage, and distribution
terminals that provide gasoline, diesel, jet fuel, heating oil, propane, liquefied natural gas, cement
and asphalt to the region (Office of Sustainability, 2019).

The Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management released a draft environmental
justice policy in May of 2022 (RIDEM, 2022). It defines “fair treatment”, as “no group of people
should bear a disproportionate share of the negative environmental consequences resulting from
industrial, governmental, and commercial operations or policies, and should have equal access
and opportunity to enjoy Rhode Island’s natural places.” It strives to ensure that no community
has an undue amount of pollution compared to others in the state by encouraging restoration in
overburdened areas and by providing a clear and effective process for ongoing communication
with the Department of Environmental Management.

3.5 Least Advantaged Communities in Providence
Frontline communities are closest to and most impacted by pollution caused by industrial sources
and highways (Office of Sustainability, 2019). In Providence, there are many examples of
environmental racism in the least advantaged communities of South Providence and Washington
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Park. Health outcomes for people of color in Providence are lower when compared to white
people, due to the effects of structural racism and oppression. Rhode Island has the ninth-highest
rate of asthma in the country, with 10.9 percent of the population suffering from the respiratory
condition. The national average is 8.4 percent (RIDOH, 2019). Neighborhoods near polluting
industries and highways in Providence have the highest rates of both poverty and nonwhite
populations. These same low-income communities of color have the highest asthma rates and
lead poisoning rates in the state (Providence Climate Justice Plan, 2021, p. 13). Providence Water
has more than 27,000 full or partial lead service lines in its service area and has exceeded the
EPA’s actionable level for lead in water for 15 of the last 16 years. People of color, renters, and
families in poverty are more likely to live in homes serviced by these lead pipes (GAO, 2020). To
replace lead service lines completely, Providence Water requires that homeowners pay to replace
the portion that runs under their property, at a cost of up to $4,500, which can be financed
through a 10-year loan program (Brion, 2022).

The crisis of inequality in Rhode Island is particularly acute for communities of color. The
poverty rate for Black and Latinx Rhode Islanders is three times higher than for White Rhode
Islanders. The median income for White people in Rhode Island is $71,295, while the median
income for Latinx people is $41,123, and just $37,781 for Black people. Labor is one way that
inequality could be addressed if jobs were created to lower carbon emissions, but only if these
jobs are given to residents who have been historically ignored and disadvantaged. Installing 3,000
MW of offshore wind can create 33,425 direct jobs over eighteen years (Skinner, 2022).

“Redlining” is an issue as well that affects Black residents of Providence, especially those who
seek to own houses. The historical barriers to home ownership for Black Rhode Islanders have
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their roots in the 1930s, when red lines were drawn on maps to indicate “hazardous
neighborhoods” in Providence. Lenders were less likely to approve mortgages or offer favorable
rates in these areas, which were predominantly Black (Gagosz, 2022). Neighborhoods considered
high risk or “hazardous” were often “redlined” by lending institutions, denying residents access to
capital investment (Mitchell, 2018). Wilson (2020) assessed the relationship between past
patterns of disinvestment and present exposure to heat and was able to connect redlining to
uneven exposure to heat in certain cities.

The neighborhood associations for frontline communities that have borne the brunt of redlining
and other economic ills are often the most outspoken voices for justice. In June of 2022, leaders
from many of the neighborhood associations in these communities came out in strong opposition
to a bill that would have exempted advanced recycling facilities from solid waste laws. The fear
was that high heat plastics burning technologies (also called “advanced recycling technologies”)
are climate-damaging and often sited on the backs of frontline communities already burdened by
pollution and deep inequities (Ahlquist, 2022).

Providence is also located in a precarious place for climate related issues. The Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) considers Providence to be the “Achilles heel of the Northeast” due
to its position at the head of Narragansett Bay. This is because the length and orientation of
Narragansett Bay, and its proximity to the Atlantic Ocean make it susceptible to extreme storm
surges from the southerly winds that are generated when a hurricane passes to the west of the
Bay (Rubinoff, 2007). Impacts to the port area are compromised by climate change impacts tied
to flooding and exacerbated by wind and heat which pose problems for the state and regional
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economies. It could hinder work for many, interrupt the provision of fuel and electricity to homes
and businesses, and expose hazardous materials (State of Rhode Island, 2018).

In 2021, Rhode Island took an important step towards building an equitable, climate-friendly
economy
when it passed the Act on Climate legislation. This bill commits the Ocean State to a
45% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 and net-zero emissions by 2050. To
accomplish these goals, a pipeline of jobs will have to be created that emphasizes on-the-job
training programs that support long-term careers among other factors has been recognized
(Skinner, 2022).

As defined by the Providence Climate Justice Plan, a “just transition” is “a framework that has
been developed by the trade union movement to include a range of social interventions needed
to secure workers' jobs and livelihoods and shift to sustainable production, including avoiding
climate change, protecting biodiversity, among other challenges (Office of Sustainability, 2019).”
The transition from a fossil fuel energy economy to one that is more renewable will require a
tremendous amount of trained labor. Climate Jobs Rhode Island is a coalition of Rhode Island
labor unions, environmental groups, and community organizations working together to establish
a just transition in the development of a green economy in Rhode Island grounded in the
principles of economic, environmental, racial and social justice (Skinner, 2022). Ørsted signed a
project labor agreement in May 2022 with the North America Building Trades Union (NABTU) to
construct the company’s U.S. offshore wind farms with an American union workforce (Daly,
2022). This is seen as one step towards providing climate justice towards the citizens of
Providence, Rhode Island (Shanahan, 2022).
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Wind and solar consistently rank among some of the fastest growing sources of employment in
the United States. However, a 2019 report from the National Renewable Energy Laboratory found
that 69 percent of the wind industry workforce identifies as white (Keyser, 2019). While the U.S.
clean energy industry has for years promised to hire more people of color into its ranks, it has not
yet followed through.

Due to the mandated targets of the Act on Climate and the high asthma rates in Providence, how
energy is created significantly affects the health of citizens. While electricity generation is not the
only source of greenhouse gasses and particulate pollution, transitioning from fossil fuels to a
cleaner source of energy is seen as a vital necessity.

One relevant piece of legislation for this thesis is the Green Justice Zone Act (H7622). The
legislation – which builds on years of work from community organizations such as the Racial and
Environmental Justice Committee (REJC) and the People’s Port Authority – would also provide
funding for environmental remediation projects like replacing lead pipes and installing air
filtration systems in local homes. The Act would establish the first green justice zone in
Washington Park and South Providence, creating a model which may be replicated in future years
(H7622, 2022). It would impose fines on industrial uses, fossil fuel storage facilities, scrap metal
storage facilities, and landfills, to name a few. It would create a “green justice zone board”
composed of five community residents to approve or deny permits for industrial facilities who
would work with the Department of Health and the Department of Environmental Management
to assess fees and designate how the funds would be used (correspondence with “Lester”, 2022).
Corporations or facilities operating without a permit will be fined for an environmental justice
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violation. The Green Justice Zone Act would disburse $25 million annually for the next decade to
fund “green justice projects” such as replacing lead pipes. The community would decide how to
allocate the money (Hack, 2021).

The REJC is the result of a 2016 partnership between the Environmental Justice League of Rhode
Island, Groundwork Rhode Island, and the City of Providence’s Office of Sustainability. It’s
representative of Black, Indigenous, and people of color living at the frontlines of environmental
racism in Providence (Office of Sustainability, 2019). The REJC acknowledges that “People of color
have been harmed by Providence’s history, Providence Plantations was built on stolen NativeAboriginal-Indigenous land, Providence's foundational industry was based on the enslavement of
Black people, and People of color continue to be disproportionately harmed by City laws and
policies. The REJC recognizes that a racially equitable and just Providence must create meaningful
work by creating work that does not harm our people or the earth, ends the exploitation of black
and brown bodies (REJC, 2017, paragraph 2).”

In December 2021, a Project Labor Agreement (PLA) was reached between Ørsted, Eversource,
and the North American Building Trades Union (NABTU) to construct the company’s U.S. offshore
wind farms with an American union workforce. This National Offshore Wind Agreement (NOWA)
is supposed to set “the bar for working conditions and equity, injects hundreds of millions of
dollars in middle-class wages into the American economy, create apprenticeship and career
opportunities for communities most impacted by environmental injustice (Memija, 2022,
paragraph 1).”
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In addition, Conservation Law Foundation (CLF) is also engaged in litigation currently with Shell
Oil because their bulk storage terminals at the Port of Providence are not resilient enough to
withstand severe weather risks and climate change and discharge from these tanks may
potentially put Narragansett Bay at risk (Conservation Law Foundation, 2022). CLF’s lawsuit
alleges that Shell has put Providence and Narragansett Bay in harm’s way by failing to prepare its
fuel storage terminal for the worsening impacts of climate change. The lawsuit also alleges that
Shell fails to accurately report what pollutants its oil storage terminal releases into the
Providence River and neglects to prepare its facility for climate change impacts, violating the
federal Clean Water Act and the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act. Shell’s terminal sits
directly in harm’s way as sea levels rise, rains get more intense, and storms grow more extreme.

3.4.1 Energy Regulation in Providence, Rhode Island
Providence is part of a regional energy grid known as ISO New England (Independent Service
Operator). ISO New England is a nonprofit company authorized by the FERC (Federal Energy
Regulatory Commission) to coordinate and direct the flow of electricity over the region's highvoltage transmission system, design, administer, oversee electricity markets, and ensure the grid
evolves and meets future demand in the near future. National Grid (now Rhode Island Energy) is
the default energy supplier for most electric customers in Rhode Island. National Grid is
responsible for transmitting electricity to its customers in Rhode Island (as well as customers in
Massachusetts and New York). They’re responsible for maintaining the local power system,
including lines, transformers, and substations. National Grid was a subsidiary of Narragansett
Electric. As of May 26, 2022, Narragansett Electric was sold to a company called PPL. PPL will
operate Narragansett Electric under the name Rhode Island Energy (correspondence with
“Jennifer”, 2022).
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The Public Utilities Commission (PUC) has jurisdiction, powers, and duties over the rates charged
by Rhode Island’s electric distribution utilities (Narragansett Electric, Pascoag Utility District, and
Block Island Utility District), as well as the gas company, water utilities, and a few other utilities.
The PUC also enforces the Renewable Energy Standard. In July 2022, Rhode Island passed the
Renewable Energy Standard Act which ensures that the Renewable Energy Standard will be 100%
by 2033 (Belmore, 2022).

Where one gets their energy is limited. All companies selling electricity in Rhode Island, including
Rhode Island Energy and other competitive energy suppliers, must comply with the state’s
Renewable Energy Standard. As mentioned above, in 2022, all electric suppliers are required to
purchase renewable energy certificates to cover 19% of the electricity they sell in Rhode Island. A
renewable energy certificate represents 1 MWh of renewable energy generated and delivered to
the electric grid.

Competitive energy suppliers can offer electricity products that go above and beyond the
requirements of the Renewable Energy Standard. Right now, there are two companies offering
electricity plans that exceed 19% renewable. All companies selling electricity in Rhode Island,
including Rhode Island Energy, must comply with the state’s Renewable Energy Standard. That
means that in 2022, all electric suppliers are required to purchase renewable energy certificates
to cover 19% of the electricity they sell in Rhode Island (correspondence with “Jennifer”, 2022).

This move from PPL Corp to purchase Narragansett Electric was objected by Attorney General
Peter Neronha in February because PPL offered “vague commitments to complying with the 2021
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Act on Climate legislation and there was fear of an impairment in services along with increases in
rates to ratepayers (Kuffner, 2022).” An agreement was reached between Neronha and PPL in
May to forgive $43.5 million in money owed by low-income and other protected classes of
customers. They also agreed to $50 million in bill credits to Narragansett Electric’s gas and
electric customers (Kuffner, 2022). Rhode Island Energy will not seek any base rate increases for
at least three years after the transaction closes and until there has been at least 12 months of
operating experience under PPL leadership (GoLocalProv, 2022). Rhode Island Energy plans to
submit a report within a year detailing how it will comply with the Act on Climate.

How Rhode Island creates electricity has profound influences for both its population and the
climate in general. In 2018, Rhode Island consumed 8 million kilowatt-hours of electricity with
89% of that coming from methane powered plants around the state (Carini, 2022). This is the
largest share of any state in the United States, but second lowest in energy related emissions
after Vermont. Rhode Island is the smallest state in the union but it is the second most densely
populated, only behind New Jersey (EIA, 2021).

3.4.2 Climate Change and Environmental Justice
Rhode Island, and certain communities in Providence in particular, are vulnerable to many
dangers of climate change. “The port area, at the head of the bay and south of the [Fox Point]
hurricane barrier, is extremely vulnerable to storm surge and rising seas. Downtown, while
protected by the hurricane barrier for extreme storm surges, is vulnerable to extreme and rising
tides affecting this low-lying area (Providence Resilience Partnership, 2021, p.2).” Depending on
where you live, your protection from sea level rise varies.
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In 2018, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) issued an environmental assessment
about the Fields Point Liquefaction project stating that though “comments generally expressed
the belief that the proposed action would worsen existing environmental justice concerns in the
neighborhoods near the Project site, ”[FERC] concludes that impacts on environmental justice
communities would be comparably minimal” (FERC, 2018, p. 62). Earlier that year, Rhode Island
Director of Health Dr. Nicole Alexander-Scott wrote a letter to the FERC critical of their
assessment, how vulnerable communities were being ignored, and that approving the Fields
Point Liquefaction project would “continue that historical pattern of discounting the voices of the
people that live in the region setting a precedent that may lead to additional, more concerning,
projects in the future.” This letter was never sent by then Governor Gina Raimondo (Vardi, 2019).

3.4.3 Energy Justice in Providence, Rhode Island
Industrialized areas of Providence, including South Providence and Washington Park, are
prominently used as the places where Rhode Island and New England produce energy. South
Providence’s population is 90% people of color and Washington Park’s population is 61% people
of color (Carini, 2022). The two neighborhoods are connected by Allens Avenue, one of the most
distressed areas in the region. To travel down Allens Avenue is to witness environmental injustice
up close. This area is also home to liquified natural gas (LNG) storage tanks, pipelines, scrap metal
yards, illegally piled asphalt, a mountain of rock salt, and other means of energy transportation
and distribution (Carini, 2022). Fields Point, located near South Providence, supplies as much as
40% of natural gas to the Providence area (Kuffner, 2015).

As of right now, low income electric customers are currently eligible for tiered discounts of 25%
or 30% off the total electric bill (personal communication with “Jennifer”, 2022.) In March 2022,
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legislation was brought before the Rhode Island House of Representatives to pass a bill that
would create a Percentage of Income Payment Plan (PIPP) in which customers would receive a
percentage discount on their electric and natural gas bills so that the bill was no more than 3% of
their income (Ahlquist, 2022).

To say that it’s difficult to be a low income energy user in the state of Rhode Island and receive
some form of energy justice is an understatement. The effects of race, class, and environmental
injustice can be found all over the city but there is hope that officials and politicians are taking
notice and attempting to rectify these imbalances. According to the Providence Climate Justice
Plan, “Providence’s vision for a low-carbon future is one where your race or zip code no longer
determines your health or economic outcomes.” The plan connects climate change and racial
injustice and illuminates how they are intertwined. To work towards this goal of climate justice,
more work has to be done by those in power to ensure environmental and energy justice.

3.5 Labor
A variety of organizations are working towards making sure the wind-energy revolution is
happening with a just labor force. The American Federation of Labor and the Congress of
Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) are the largest federation of unions in the United States and
one that is working towards more rights for workers in addition to a more environmentallyfriendly economy. Building Futures is a Providence nonprofit that allows Rhode Islanders from all
backgrounds to learn the fundamentals of a wide variety of construction trades without paying
tuition or incurring debt (Kimball, 2022). Building Futures combines fieldwork, classroom work,
and hands-on education to help people break into the building and electrical trades. It is a
nationally recognized construction pre-apprenticeship that prepares low-income adults for
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careers in the trades. A pre-apprenticeship program is a way to introduce people that might not
have any exposure to the tradecraft, so that they can learn some of the softer skills of the work.
Once in a pre-apprenticeship program, they are ready to enter into an apprenticeship program
(Skinner, 2022, p.22). 78% of the people they serve are Black, Indigenous, People of Color and
80% of their graduates choose to stay in their field for 10+ years (Miller, 2022).

Working in the offshore wind industry can give added meaning to workers and communities who
have witnessed first-hand the effects of industrialization and climate change caused by fossil fuels
in Providence and want themselves and their community to be part of the solution. Sheila
Dormody of Climate Jobs RI said in a webinar, “learning how to climb 150 feet up in a harness to
fix a wind turbine has a sense of mission in it that you’re not just building something so someone
else could profit from it, you’re building something that's helping the entire community
(Dormody, 2022).”

4: Methods
A qualitative approach was used in this project to explore connections between offshore wind
development and equity in Providence, Rhode Island. As Creswell (2014, p.2) says, “qualitative
research is a method for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals ascribe social
human problems.” Qualitative research is useful when a concept or phenomenon needs to be
explored and understood in depth, particularly in cases where little research has been conducted
(Creswell, 2014). I conducted nineteen 30 minute interviews with relevant actors I identified in
Providence and the wider region to gather their current and evolving perspectives on energy
justice, offshore wind, equity, and community benefits. Individual interviews were conducted in a
semi-structured format, recorded, and transcribed for analysis. All interviews were conducted
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over Zoom and transcribed with Otter.ai. Responses were put into a spreadsheet for comparative
and organizational analysis. To preserve confidentiality, all of the interviewees’ names were given
pseudonyms for this thesis.

4.1 Intersectional Environmentalism
Queer feminist science studies offers a very applicable lens for studying matters of equity in an
environmental context. Queer feminist science studies is outlined by Cipolla et al. (2017) when
they say, “science is not a static or unchanging object of analysis. Nor is it a nom de plume of
objectivity. Rather, science is dynamic and changing, and it is always political” p.7. They go on to
say, “a queer feminist science studies must concern itself with the quotidian practices of meaning
making that trouble, disrupt, and reconfigure assumptions about nature, difference, species, and
worldliness.” Respondents to this study were selected based on their expertise on the subject
matter but also on their diversity. Providence is a diverse city, equity issues concerning energy
and the environment effect a diverse array of residents, and I wanted to try and reach a sample
that reflected the population I hope will be studied in more depth in the future.

Vaughn, Guarasci, and Moore (2021) have remarked on the emergence of intersectional ecology
and the importance of environmental anthropological analysis to examine how the environment
is constructed because it is a malleable social fact. Environmental policy makers have tended to
neglect the intersectional ways in which race, class, gender, sexuality, and other forms of being in
the world are molded along with the non-human material world. The environment is contingent
on who is analyzing its formation and how they are analyzing it. They write, “the intersectional
examination of justice or the lack thereof in marginalized populations extends to the study of
marginalized places and the ways in which transnational flows of pollution affect emplaced
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bodies and bodily well-being (p.7).” This is relevant to a study of energy justice in the Port of
Providence because it is important that scholars and policy makers examine the historical and
ongoing injustices experienced by residents in these neighborhoods, who these residents are, as
well as how these injustices can be mitigated. Energy justice and intersectional ecology go
together because both disciplines investigate humans as co-created with the environment and do
not attempt to separate these two areas.

4.2 Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews are ideal in this setting because the same questions or prompts can
be used for every interview, and yet each interviewee is open to answer these questions however
they like, and the sequence of questions can be flexible to encourage in depth conversation
(Kallio, 2016). Before any interview, I read a consent form that participants agreed to verbally
(see Appendix A). I interviewed offshore wind developers, officials from the City of Providence,
representatives from labor groups, representatives from the state utility company, along with
residents and leaders from frontline communities in Providence (see Appendix B). Semistructured interviews are a common method in feminist research to gather a multiplicity of views
under the epistemological belief that truth is multiply defined and that knowledge is political
(Tandon, 2018). Klandermans and Staggenborg say semi-structured interviews “can gain insight
into individual and collective visions, imaginings, hopes and critiques of the present, and
projections of the future for which the potential for collective action rests and through which
social movements can grow (Klandermans, Staggenborg, 2002, p.94).” Semi-structured interviews
are useful to address the desired topic of energy justice while allowing for flexibility in the
sequence of questions. Semi-structured interviews are also an ideal way to engage many
viewpoints on a particular subject or subjects.
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4.3 Semi-Structured Interviews
For every interviewee, I had a rough idea of what I wanted to ask them and I attempted to make
the conversations as bi-directional as possible. I understood that what I was asking might be
unfamiliar to them and attempted to be explanatory but not influence their answers. Overall
questions included their name, address, occupation, familiarity with offshore wind and how they
perceived the energy challenges for the state. I further honed in on this question by asking if race,
gender, or class affected energy challenges and if they could elaborate on how these factors fit
into the perceived energy challenges. Next, I wanted to gauge their opinion if renewable energy
could provide enough electricity to meet the state’s populations’ needs or if Rhode Island would
always be reliant upon fossil fuels. Sometimes, respondents would want to change the subject to
solar power or onshore wind but I would do my best to steer them back to offshore wind.

I had a few questions about what hurdles would have to be overcome in phasing out fossil fuels
as well as what the respondent’s vision for a “just transition” looked like. After talking about
barriers to renewable energy, I liked to pivot to the subject of community benefits and how
equity could be achieved through providing renewable energy. I would ask if they thought it was
appropriate that community benefits were offered and if they could state explicitly what they
think a fair agreement would look like between the community and the developer. I would also
ask them why developers should recognize frontline communities.

4.4 Validity
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Methods discussed by Creswell (2014) to address validity were employed. Validity can be broken
up into internal and external forms. All interviews were conducted between the summer of 2021
and summer of 2022 to capture respondent’s current views (as opposed to their thoughts
following other potential local/world events). They were all conducted over Zoom due to the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, and conducted in a one-on-one fashion. After all interviews, I used
member checking and allowed interview participants see their final transcribed interviews (via
email), recommending that they make any changes they desired. This ensured that participants
felt their voices were heard and that their opinions mattered for the study (Candela, 2019). I used
results from interviews to identify relevant themes to explore in more depth in future research.

4.5 Sample Selection
A combination of purposive and snowball sampling was used to recruit interviewees from sectors
including residents, municipal governments, local industry, and environmental NGOs. These
sectors were targeted because they offer a range of different perspectives on the issue of energy
justice. Purposive sampling is a commonly used sampling technique in qualitative studies where
individuals are selected based on their characteristics and the objective of the study (Bernard,
2006; Guest et al., 2006). Individuals were selected based on their expertise in energy and
environmental justice, offshore wind, or knowledge of the area. The size of the purposive sample
typically relies on the point at which no new information or themes are observed in the data. The
topic of offshore wind energy in Rhode Island is dominated by predominantly white voices so an
effort was made to include diversity in my approach. Of the interviews conducted, three were
with people who identified as Latinx, one Native American and two identified as African American
(see also Conclusion, study limitations).
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After initial respondents were targeted, further respondents were identified via snowball
sampling methods in which respondents were asked if they know any other potential relevant
interviewees (Jeffrey 1990). These steps are repeated over and over until a growing “snowball” of
interviewees had been identified.

4.6 Interview Analysis
Once interviews were transcribed, I made a spreadsheet to collate all of the results. Spreadsheets
were organized by different themes based on responses gathered. “Distributive Justice”,
“Procedural Justice”, “Recognitional Justice”, “Dangers of Climate Change”, “Energy Challenges”,
“Least Advantaged Communities”, “Income Inequality”, “Colonialism”, and “Racism” were all
columns. In addition, I made another spreadsheet that had “Jobs”, “Politics/Disparities”,
“Renumeration of Past Crimes”, “Community Benefit Agreements”, “Most Affected Citizens”, and
“Ideas on Engagement”. There was overlap with both of these spreadsheets. For instance, if a
respondent had something to say about how offshore wind can give back to the community it
affects, this quote would be filed under “Distributive Justice” and “Community Benefit
Agreements”. Similarly, “Racism” and “Renumeration of Past Crimes” had a lot of overlap. Criteria
for including quotes in these columns was informed by my literature review.

5: Interview Results and Discussion

5.1. Interviewees and Themes From Interviews
Nineteen short interviews were conducted that ranged between 20-45 minutes long (see Table
1). Respondents were given pseudonyms to provide confidentiality. Interviewees were all
between 30-60 years old and 47% of them identified as being female. Three of them identified as
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Latinx, two of them identified as African American, and one of them identified as Native
American. They all live in the United States and, with the exception of two, identified as living in
the state of Rhode Island. 52% of them lived in the City of Providence.

Various themes related to justice and equity came up in conversation with respondents.
Responses related to the city’s use as a hub for natural gas and how this affects communities
adjacent to the Port of Providence, whether or not Providence can effectively transition to
offshore wind as a primary source for renewable energy and clean energy in general, the equity
challenges associated with this transition, the inequitable dangers posed by climate change in the
city, and the inequities that exist between more affluent parts of the city and more industrial
parts of the city, along with which parts of the city are most disadvantaged. Across the board,
there was no clear consensus on how the offshore wind industry could participate in addressing
these issues. There was also confusion in general about offshore wind development in general.
#

Pseudonym City of

Group

Approximate

Residence

Ethnicity

Age

1

“Rebecca”

Providence, R.I.

Resident

40

Latinx

2

“Bob”

Unknown, R.I.

Port Expert

40

White

3

“Charles”

Unknown, R.I.

Labor Expert

40

White

4

“Julia”

Providence, R.I.

National Energy

30

White

30

White

Expert
5

“Elaine”

Washington,

Offshore Wind

D.C.

Industry

50

6

“Alice”

Providence, R.I.

Local Sustainability

30

White

Expert
7

“Alex”

Providence, R.I.

Resident

50

White

8

“Barbara”

Providence, R.I.

State Senator

30

African
American

9

“Dennis”

Providence, R.I

Resident

50

White

10 “Robert”

Providence, R.I.

Local Politician

40

Latinx

11 “Sandra”

Coventry, R.I.

National NGO

30

White

12 “Jackie”

Providence, R.I.

National NGO

40

White

13 “Jennifer”

Jamestown, R.I.

City Energy Expert

30

White

14 “Brendan”

North

Offshore Wind

30

White

Kingstown, R.I

Industry

15 “Rex”

Unknown, R.I.

City Energy Expert

30

White

16 “Tim”

Unknown, R.I.

Offshore Wind

30

Native

Industry
17 “Sarah”

Providence, R.I.

State Senator

American
30

African
American

18 “Tyler”

Providence, R.I.

City Politician

40

Latinx

19 “Lester”

Providence, R.I.

State

30

Latinx

Representative
Table 1: Respondents

5.2 Environmental Injustices in Providence, Rhode Island
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Most respondents felt strongly about several forms of environmental injustice in the city of
Providence. “Alex”, who worked for plating companies in the Jewelry District of the city,
remembers how “the land where the Port of Providence is located used to be a recreation area.
Before it was an industrial area it once had beautiful trolleys that went down the main street.
Then after postwar, they put in the industrial area, which had plating companies and
manufacturing companies. Washington Park in the Port was swamp that was filled in. All that land
was granted to City of Providence was stolen from the Indigenous people in the beginning. Then
the residents of Washington Park got the short end of the stick because it was the first postindustrial neighborhood that spanned between Broad Street, New York Avenue, up to Earnest
St.” The Southside and Washington Park neighborhoods have been privy to the ills of
industrialization for many years. Casting companies with lead and all kinds of cyanide had
chemicals going into the sewers until they changed the plating. “Alex” remembers they could
smell the jewelry being plated. “There were a lot of bad environmental laws,” she recalls.
However, this changed in the 1970s with the advent of the Clean Air Act, Environmental
Protection Act, and others. Forty years later however, certain areas of Providence have still not
recovered from the industrial pollution that occurred in the post-war years.

Even if the major polluting industries like Spectra Energy, Invenergy, Shell Oil, Sprague Energy,
ExxonMobil, Sea3 LLC, Sims Metal Management, Rhode Island Recycled Metals, and Univar USA
move, change will come slowly. “We have no trees, we have the hardest summers, we have these
heat islands in South Providence,” explains “Rebecca”, a citizen who has been campaigning on
behalf of her community for the last six years, when asked to describe the least advantaged
communities in Providence. “We have a bay that's unusable. We don't have any access to water.
We just got a little CRMC (Coastal Resources Management Council) designation on Public Street.”
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The people of South Providence exist with very little, in terms of unspoiled land and access to
natural resources. Unlike other parts in the state, there is no beach or coastline that citizens can
go to in reprieve of a hot summer day.

Figure 1.5: The Port of Providence (Carini, 2019).
“Rebecca” became an activist after they had been fighting the construction of a liquefied natural
gas facility here in the Port of Providence, and in the course of their campaign, they and other
activists realized that not a lot of people had an eye on things that are happening in the Port of
Providence. “Not just liquefied natural gas (LNG), but other things like scrap metal yards, a Shell
Gas Station, and different jet fuels were located here. We decided to form into a group given the
fact that we don't have a proper Port Authority here in the city.” “Rebecca” points out that the
plight of South Providence and Washington Park is the result of environmental racism because
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these areas are primarily communities of color where polluting industries can be found. There is a
violence that has been committed against this part of the city that only residents like “Rebecca”
know.

The effects of racism and poor infrastructural planning influence what communities care about
with regard to their environment. “If you ask people living in the Port of Providence what their
biggest environmental concern is, they probably aren't going to say climate change and clean
energy,” says “Sandra”. They're going to say diesel emissions associated with truck traffic, traffic
congestion, and improperly regulated industrial facilities. They're going to be right because those
are the emissions from those activities that are making their kids sick or requiring emergency
room visits or hospitalization. You can't try to convince someone that climate change is the
problem that they should care about when they've been to the emergency room four times
because their six year old has early onset asthma because they're living next to an industrialized
port.”

Multiple respondents recognized the connection between histories of racism and environmental
injustice. “The city of Providence is one of four cities and towns in the state of Rhode Island that
was redlined,” explains “Julia” who lives in Providence but works on energy issues for the federal
government. “Redlining is the practice of limiting lending in certain neighborhoods because of
race and this impacted their credit worthiness. It was a practice that was common between 1934
until 1968, when it was abolished with the Fair Housing Act. The impacts of redlining are very
much apparent all over Rhode Island, specifically in Providence. The areas that were redlined and
the areas that were specifically marked as declining or hazardous are the communities that have
the highest residents of color today. They have the highest poverty rates, they have the highest
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rates of childhood asthma, they have the highest rates of lead poisoning in children, and they
have the highest energy burdens. Those communities are going to be most impacted and are the
most disadvantaged in the entire state and in the city. Although this is a generalization, those
people tend to be low-income renters of color.”

From interviews, it was apparent that some members of the offshore wind industry were aware
of the racial divide that exists in the city. “There are black and brown communities on the west
side of town that have historically not been able to access the same ‘city on the hill’ benefits of
College Hill,” says “Elaine” who works in federal advocacy for a major wind developer. “College
Hill” is the name given to a neighborhood on the East Side of Providence that’s the most affluent
and most white part of the city, with a median income nearly three times that of the whole city
(Bruno, 2022).

“Alex”, a resident who leads a neighborhood association in an economically depressed area of
the city, when asked who the most disadvantaged citizens of Providence were, answered, “the
people that are victimized by their environment, more or less. Providence as a whole is very
diverse. It really changes from one zip code to another, but in South Providence and Elmwood,
there's a whole lot of people

that aren't even aware of what's going on in the Port.”

“Alex” also remembers a time in Providence’s history before environmental regulation when
environmental oversight was minimal at best and companies would release chemicals into the
water and air. “[The Port] was hustling and bustling, puffing out shit in the environment. Then the
industry went to China in the 70s and 80s and the jewelry business in Rhode Island tanked.”
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“From highways and industry, present, or past, there's a lot of legacy from the industrial
revolution in these areas in particular,” explains “Alice”, who used to work on sustainability issues
for the City. Further, “When the wind blows from the west,” quotes a recent story by ecoRI,
“recreational boaters and anglers say dust from the scrap-metal operations that line Allen’s
Avenue creates a sheen of pollution on the Providence River’s surface (Carini, 2022, paragraph
8.)” “Barbara”, a state senator for Rhode Island adds, “I believe the urban core of Providence are
some of the most disadvantaged. That's not to say that there are other reasons, but when you
combine the health impact and the economic impact with educational outcomes they all stem
from the urban core in the Providence area.” In addition to the rampant pollution, she also
mentioned a poor housing stock as a reason why this area of Providence is so depressed. This is
echoed by “Dennis”, who has been living in the southern part of Providence for over 40 years and
who said, “there's a tradition of being left out. Those are some of the legacies that exist in South
Providence and specifically the neighborhoods around the port. Providence is cheap. Let's put in
a salt pile on Allens Avenue because it's too expensive to be in Boston anymore.

An initial recognition by the major offshore wind developer of some community differences in the
country can be seen when they hired a liaison for Native American tribes, but so far this has not
been done for the most marginalized citizens of Providence. Wind developers have spent
millions of dollars to liaise with commercial and recreational fishermen, recreational boaters, the
diving community, among others, but have not extended this justice to the most marginalized
members of society who have been historically neglected and consistently find themselves
unable to pay their Energy bills. Offshore wind may have the potential to help these communities
recover if these industries are committed to helping not just the port environment, but the
people who live here as well. For example, if offshore wind developers set up a community fund
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to restore more public access designations to the Bay or to plant trees in the neighborhood, this
would be a great way to earn more community buy in towards and awareness of offshore wind.
Because space is a premium in the Port of Providence, trees would have to be planted adjacent to
communities in the Port although “Lester” mentioned that his constituents have discussed
banning polluters from operating and opening up the Port as a park.

Sustainability, environmental or economic, is not a trend that stands out in these interviews
about Providence, the Port of Providence, and the communities around the Port. All of these
statements about the city’s present challenge the City of Providence’s Climate Justice Plan which
specifically states that “Providence’s vision for a low-carbon future is one where your race or zip
code no longer determines your health or economic outcomes” (Office of Sustainability, 2019,
p.7). It is important to note here that air quality concerns also affect Providence and its citizens
differently, depending on your zip code. Interstate 95 runs through the city, separating the city in
half and causing large amounts of air pollution. In addition to the highway, heavy industrial use is
located away from the more affluent East Side of Providence and is located squarely in the
western and southern ends of the city. There is legislation like the Green Justice Zone Act that, if
enacted, would make business harder for industry that adds to the pollution in South Providence
and Washington Park and any new industry that comes into this area of the city should recognize
the hardships and burdens faced by residents.

5.3 Climate Injustice
Inequities in where and how energy is distributed to residents exist, but also the impacts of
climate change as well. When asked about the dangers of climate change, “Julia” mentioned the
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urban heat island effect, which arises because of a lack of trees and green space. She also
mentioned the need for an equitable energy system that allows all residents to have reliable air
conditioning in the summer and reliable heating in the winter to combat more extreme
conditions. “Rising temperatures are a huge climate change hazard because there’s no way to
cool down because there's not enough shade and not enough tree coverage. There’s not enough
public spaces and cooling spaces for people to go to and cool down,” says “Julia” (see Figure 1).

These thoughts were echoed by “Sandra” who works on offshore wind matters for a non-profit in
the state, who mentioned the lack of trees in the city, how the pavement absorbs more heat and
how climate change is going to exacerbate these challenges. She said, “for someone living in an
urban center, like the city of Providence, when it’s 100 degrees in the summer, they’re worried
maybe about whether their 90-year-old grandmother has access to an air conditioner, or whether
there’s a way they can get out of the city to go to someplace cooler. This is not necessarily a
consideration that policymakers are thinking about when they think about just reducing
emissions associated with fossil fuels, but I think the reality is that the way you experience
climate change is more hard hitting if you're living in an urban setting like the city of Providence
than it might be in other places.”
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Figure 7: Urban Tree Canopy in Providence (2021 Urban Tree Canopy Assessment Report)
Respondents mentioned several other climate related inequities: “I think the sea level rise is one
of one of the [largest threats],” says “Rebecca”, a local activist who has lived in South Providence
for many years. “Especially here in Providence with the fact that the hurricane barrier is not
actually protecting the citizens of downtown Providence. I think that one of those thousand year
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storms will be coming around and people are going to really see some changes.” Additionally,
“the hurricane barrier really protects the downtown and Fox Point [on the wealthier East Side]
but the communities of South Providence and the Port are not really that protected,” says
“Linda” who works on climate and energy issues for a non-profit in the city.

And aside from intense hurricanes, sea level rise is an issue. “How do we protect the Port if
extreme level of sea level rise does in fact happen?” Asks “Bob” who works in the vicinity of the
Port of Providence. “We're looking now at strategies of how could we potentially build up and
increase the height of the infrastructure.”

Respondents recognize that the effects of climate change will have differential impacts that will
adversely affect the most disadvantaged communities around the Port of Providence. Some
pointed out that not having green space and an equitable, reliable energy system are examples of
environmental and energy injustices because these should be treated as essential rights for all
citizens in the face of a changing climate. Not having access to shade is a climate justice issue in
the sense that places in the city with less shade will affect the citizens of Providence unevenly
based on race and class. Heat islands, in general, are an issue that the offshore wind industry has
under-acknowledged and may choose to address in the redevelopment of the Port, which is itself
part of a major heat island in the city. In addition to heat islands, the area by the Port of
Providence is also very vulnerable to the effects of sea level rise and hurricane damage.

5.4 Energy Injustice
Energy justice is centered around the notion that all individuals should have access to energy that
is affordable, safe, sustainable (Karley and Coniskey, 2020). Respondents were adamant that this
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condition has not been achieved in Providence. In addition to greenhouse gases, direct emissions
from power plants, buildings, and transportation release harmful air pollutants that are linked to
a variety of health impacts including asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), lung
cancer, heart disease, preterm birth and low-birthweight babies, and childhood development
including ADHD and reduced IQ (Office of Sustainability, 2019). Despite these health concerns,
Providence is still participating in the fossil industry in the form of liquid natural gas (LNG).
“Rebecca” started a non-profit to confront LNG in her city at the end of 2015 (email
correspondence with “Rebecca”, 2022). “We were fighting the construction of an LNG facility
here in the Port of Providence,” says “Rebecca.” “We learned that not a lot of people were really
having an eye on things that are happening in the port. Not just LNG, but other things like scrap
metal yards and a Shell Gas Station, and different jet fuels. We've been able to build this
grassroots organization and it’s led by women of color, who live in the city, and who live in the
port such as myself. We do this work by educating people about the environment in different
campaigns.” Stockman (2017, p.1) says, “the idea of LNG as a ‘bridge’ from coal to renewables
has been strongly promoted by the LNG industry over recent years. There is a clamor to find a use
for all the gas available, rather than a clear-headed analysis of how much gas use is compatible
with climate goals. At the same time, the rising urgency of the climate threat has forced some oil
companies to belatedly embrace the idea of reducing emissions, which they have done by
blaming coal (in which they have no stake) and calling for its replacement by gas .”

“The natural gas companies and the fossil fuel industry really play into this whole [narrative that
natural gas] is a bridge fuel and that this is less harmful,” says “Rebecca”. “In fact, it is harmful.
Having things such as LNG is highly flammable. They're really in their pockets and embedded with
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these companies.” Three of “Rebecca’s” four children have asthma, something she attributes to
living near the Port’s polluting industries (Smith, 2022).

How Providence acquires its energy is also a very prevalent problem, according to some
interviewees. “Right now there is a monopoly on energy and National Grid [now Rhode Island
Energy] owns almost all of the energy in the state,” says “Barbara”. “I think those are the biggest
barriers: the cost and the monopoly. I think the biggest burden is that there is a lot of fossil fuel
influence, especially because there is one company that has its own set of lobbyists that can
really advocate for keeping the status quo.” Residents have very little opportunity to affect the
price that they pay for electricity unless they qualify for Medicaid and the PIPP (Percentage
Income Payment Plan).

“Lester” spoke about how Rhode Island’s energy is essentially controlled by a single entity is a
grave injustice. “These companies that are supposed to be providing a public service are doing it
in a way that actually harms people and exploits profit,” he said, referring to Rhode Island Energy
[formerly National Grid.] “Instead of transferring ownership from National Grid to the PPL
Corporation [the parent company of Rhode Island Energy], we should have transferred ownership
from the National Grid company over to the state of Rhode Island.”

Respondents were well aware that even though the current fossil fuel energy system was rife
with externalities, it was ultimately, a necessary evil. “We can't just switch cold turkey from
natural gas and fossil fuels to clean energy,” says “Julia”, remarking on the energy challenges of
Rhode Island. “There needs to be commitments to switch from fossil fuels to clean energy in a
way that’s sustainable.” These commitments are starting to become apparent in the legislature as

62

the state has pledged to become carbon neutral by 2050 and purchase another 600MW of
offshore wind power by 2030. “We need to ensure that it’s a just transition and that we do it in a
way that centers on those who are most impacted so we don't continue to cause harm to low
income communities of color,” says “Alice”. “If they are not at the table and involved in an
authentic way, I think we will likely perpetuate the status quo.”

Respondents are aware that the injustices that stem from the fossil fuel based energy industry
depend on your race, gender, and/or class, and they are aware that this is an unsustainable
confluence. However, some respondents who live in the Port area have been agitating to remove
these industries as soon as possible, while other respondents are more hesitant to make any kind
of transition that is too rapid. Both of these perspectives claim to be protecting vulnerable
communities of color from harm.

5.4.1 Economic Injustice as Energy Injustice
In addition to pollution, the Port of Providence has suffered from the shifting economy away from
manufacturing, which means that the economy has weakened in the area. “As Providence
became more industrialized,” says “Robert”, a small business owner whose mother worked at a
jewelry cleaning company in Providence when he was a child, “it was an important port to bring
in raw materials for manufacture and we lost that when the economy started to shift from
manufacturing to services.” And even though the real estate might be cheaper than Boston or
other nearby cities, access to the port is expensive. “The Port of Providence is too far from the
traveling channels in the ocean,” Robert” says. “It's cheaper for you to drop stuff off and have it
trucked into Providence than it is for you to bring in a big container ship all the way into
Providence.” So the port is not as active as some other port locations in the region. “Robert”,
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also remembers working in the Port when he was a teenager, and he notices the differences
between now and then. “There’s a lot of mechanization and we have to prepare for a limited port
in the future. We should be thinking about other uses for the Port the at are much more
sustainable, can generate more jobs and tax revenue than the ones that exist currently.”

From residents to politicians to experts, it was widely agreed that energy costs were too high and
that more effort should be spent trying to lower those costs for the people who have the lowest
income. “I think that we could do better at guaranteeing or better assuring that if there's any cost
saving benefits from offshore wind that it flows to our poorest customers,” says “Jennifer”, who
works for the Division of Public Utilities, which oversees energy in the state. “That's one thing
that we could do and that's not really how the system works now. But if there were any financial
benefits from our purchase of offshore wind, we could direct it to our poorest customers first.”
Relatedly, “Dennis” said, “I believe that some people say that electricity costs too much.” And
“Rebecca” noted that “The reality we live in is some people are wondering ‘should I pay this
[electricity] bill or buy food?’.”

“Lester” mentioned how energy should be treated as a public good and that our electricity
shouldn’t be coming from the fossil fuel industry. He also mentioned, in addition to the pollution
of our air and water, how National Grid (now Rhode Island Energy) is able to charge “outrageous
amounts” because they own a monopoly on the state’s energy. After purchasing National Grid in
May there are already reports that many residents’ electric bills will rise 50% by October 1st
(Kuffner, 2022). “Lester” mentioned various ideas about how companies who do work at the Port
could have a fund that goes to community programming, deposit funds that go to a green
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affordable housing, or compensate a community liaison to explain energy and electricity issues to
residents.

Another challenge brought up involved the question of owning a home versus renting a home.
“Jackie”, who’s worked on environmental issues in the city for many years says, “I have solar on
my roof but I own my own home and I live on the East Side and I could afford the $10,000 in
upfront costs to put solar on my roof. Not everyone has access to that. It's definitely a class issue.
And also not everyone has access to their own roof space. So if you're a renter, you don’t have
this opportunity.” Economic disparities like these are an energy challenge in Providence, says
“Sandra”. “Who's making the decisions about energy, who has access to information, who has
access to good transportation options if you don't have cars? I think that there is a disadvantage
to people in lower economic classes. There are lots of disparities that exist between frontline
communities and other residents of the city. Just look at the built environment. If you're living in
the Port of Providence, you're living in a highly industrialized area. If you don't have
transportation it's really difficult to do that and so you're kind of stuck where you are.”

Sandra made these points even more explicit when she said, “I think one of the challenges for the
city of Providence is probably more connected to class than anything else in terms of whether
someone owns a home or rents a property. If we are on the move toward electrification, this
requires property owners to convert to heat pump systems. If you want to rely on renewable
energy only and get away from relying on gas, you have to change the way homes are heated,
right? If you own your own home, then making a decision about whether to convert to a heat
pump might be a little more straightforward. I mean, it's on the order of $10,000 to $20,000 to
make that kind of conversion. But if you don't own a home, you don't get to make those
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decisions. If everybody is successful and goes to electrification except people that are renting
homes then that’s a disparity. If their property owners don't convert to heat pumps, then all
those people that are still relying on gas and oil are going to be paying higher rates. People that
are relying on heat pumps will eventually have a return on that investment.” And Jackie said, “I
don't know many homeowners who could afford install a $10,000 heat pump at their house right
now. I mean, I couldn't do that. There's a real kind of economic justice that needs to be evaluated
with that transition.

Distributive justice is encapsulated here in the sense that some residents feel that energy
companies charge too much for their services and that some communities and households
cannot afford to take on these price increases or transition to electrical infrastructure that would
move them away from dependence on fossil fuels so as to benefit from renewable energy. Rhode
Island is going through a massive upheaval in the sense that National Grid was recently sold to an
out-of-state company who is increasing electricity rates (Kuffner, 2022). It remains to be seen if
rates will go up further once more offshore wind is constructed and those costs are included in
energy pricing.

5.4.2 Information Injustice as Energy Injustice
As argued in the literature, a critical component of procedural justice is the amount of relevant
information that developers can offer to affected residents. By being open and transparent about
the process, developers have a better chance to engender trust with the community.
Respondents had similar ideas: “They could be doing more outreach. Ørsted talked about training
people and hiring them to work there and that there is a plan in place,” said “Alex”. “I think there
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could be a lot more outreach through the schools, through the community groups. There are kids
that need a job and with a high school diploma and some training.”

And yet I found that there is still a lack of knowledge about the development of offshore wind in
the region, and about energy in general. It was commonly cited that respondents are unsure of
where their electricity comes from or how to access renewable energy. “People need to know
where their energy comes from,” says “Elaine.” “I think one of the biggest hurdles is
understanding how to access it. I think people don't really know what their options are when it
comes to energy,” says “Brendan.” “There's a tradition of [South Providence] being left out,” says
“Dennis”. “Those are some of the legacies that exist in South Providence and specifically the
neighborhoods around the port.” “Dennis” is here also speaking of issues around recognition
justice in the city.

Many respondents thought that there was a lack of clarity about how they received their energy.
“Jennifer” said, “all customers receive electricity from National Grid’s electric company. That's
who delivers electricity to their house or their business. Most residential customers allow
National Grid to purchase electricity on their behalf and deliver it for them. But some customers
choose to purchase their electricity from what we call a “competitive supplier.” In New England,
a variety of generators are producing electricity, and they're selling it to National Grid,” says
“Jennifer.” “The supplier buys it to cover their customers’ needs and then it is delivered over our
transmission and distribution systems to homes and businesses.” If one chose to do so, a
customer could spend a premium to buy electricity that came from only renewable energy
technologies. This way, a customer would know that their actions are not contributing to climate
change or the pollution in their community. However, “Most people don't really engage in
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conversations about energy because they are complex,” says “Sandra”. “They're not really
accessible to the public. Even though they take place in public meetings, there's a complexity to
the conversation, and a lot of information that needs to be understood and read. It has a natural
limiting effect on the way people can participate in decisions that are being made about energy
acquisition and distribution.”

Residents spoke of how class dictates energy choices in a dense city and the how there’s
confusion amongst elected representatives about what a just transition actually looks like.
“There's a lack of adequate education advocacy that is happening at the state level. There are
many illustrations from leaders who don't quite know what a just transition looks like or what a
renewable energy transition looks like. As a result, they don't know how to legislate and or build
that future. We’re forced to get energy from where it’s available,” says “Alex”, a resident of
Washington Park. “We have a limited set of choices. Those choices are given to us. You have to
be rich or you have to have a big plot of land to have different resources available. In our inner
city, which is the most densely populated area, we have limited choices.”

Some respondents explained the inherent confusion about how energy is created and distributed
and how this opaqueness hides the transactional nature of how energy is treated in this state.
“Rhode Island is part of a regional transmission system. So a lot of these issues about the
diversification of energy, the effective deployment and use of energy are controlled by entities
that are not Rhode Island. The independent system operator or ISO New England makes decisions
about the types of energy that are purchased for use in the regional transmission system. And
then National Grid [now Rhode Island Energy], which is a monopoly in Rhode Island, controls the
distribution of electricity and files for what would they have to defend as justifiable rates with the

68

Public Utilities Commission. That creates a lot of challenges because it's transactional,” says
“Sandra”.

When it comes to information about energy, it is not just that residents don’t know much about
offshore wind and the transition to renewable energy- they also don’t know much about their
existing energy grid. This is another procedural justice issue because this means that the
information is privileged and not available to everyone. By obfuscating the process by how energy
is distributed, there is a lack of procedural justice to the recipients of energy. Information about
where it’s from and how it is delivered is not readily accessible. Making this information more
accessible is one example of how energy justice could be improved in the City of Providence.
Further, by actively being left out of any decisions, a recognition injustice has occurred that could
potentially be rectified by offshore wind developers if they made a more active role in
recognizing frontline communities.

5.5 Labor and a Just Transition
Among other groups, Climate Jobs RI are composed of Rhode Island AFL-CIO, the Rhode Island
Building and Construction Trades Council, The Nature Conservancy, Audubon Society of Rhode
Island, and Conservation Law Foundation. A “just transition”, according to “Charles”, a co-chair of
Climate Jobs RI who also works on union issues in the state, is one “that is mindful of historical
biases in the economy as they currently exist especially towards underrepresented communities
in Rhode Island.” One of those biases is that “in the 1980s, the economy started to move from
manufacturing to services,” says “Robert.” “People will talk about globalization as the driving
force, but the real driving force was environmental protections that were put into place by the
federal government.” This transition is one where environmental protections changed the
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industry and affected a city like Providence, but for respondents like Robert, there was not
enough effort put in to help the workers transition in this economy.

In terms of a just transition, Ørsted is doing a good job with the diversification of labor, according
to “Elaine”. She said, “A just transition is about forward-looking approaches to building out a new
industry that doesn’t perpetuate inequities. Ørsted has looked at mistakes the offshore oil and
gas industry made and how people have been excluded from opportunities. Environmental
justice itself is not just transitioning from a fossil fuel industry to a sustainable one. It is about
accountability.” Related, but slightly different “Brendan” said, “we’re a for-profit company that’s
coming in with this good idea. The overall goal is to provide a benefit to everyone. A lot of
stakeholder engagement is dealing with onshore stakeholders and understanding their needs and
who is impacted. ” This statement differs from “Elaine’s” in the sense that “Elaine” implicitly
acknowledged that offshore wind development is more than just replacing a dirty fuel with a
clean fuel, it’s about so many other issues, particularly inclusive labor issues.

According to “Charles”, “a new industry that does not meet the same labor standards as the
industries where the AFL-CIO currently represent members will be a race to the bottom.”
“Charles” pointed towards the Building Futures program, a pre apprenticeship program in the
Olneyville section of Providence, that specifically recruits from Black Indigenous People of Color
(BIPOC) communities with a special emphasis on women and especially on previously
incarcerated people to bring them into the construction and the building trades field. Building
Futures is on the front lines for diversifying employment in the construction trades.
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“Our membership is going to be changing dramatically over the next ten to twenty years,” says
“Charles”. “Historically, the construction workforce has been very white and very male. But it's
also getting very old. This means more openings are going to be available for women for people
of color for especially for underrepresented communities.”

The literature argues that a “just transition” requires meaningful engagement of communities
that bear the brunt of transitioning away from fossil fuels so they have a say in their own future.
In the case of cities like Providence, the process of de-industrialization has a history of leaving
workers unemployed, which should be considered as part of making this current transition as just
as possible.

A just transition should also look at the process of how a certain outcome is reached (procedural
justice). Issues like workers’ rights, land use, how a host community is treated are all important.
Ørsted and other wind developers could be a positive force towards a just transition in Rhode
Island by listening to frontline communities, treating them as an affected community, and giving
weight to their input. If they don’t end up looking at the mistakes of the offshore oil and gas
industry in the region, they may be perpetuating the “post-carbon amnesia” that researchers like
Myles Lennon talk about wherein narrow aspects of climate change are confronted, but the
underlying equity issues are ignored.

While the goal of offshore wind should be to provide some kind of a renewable energy benefit to
everyone, it also needs to be established that some communities have been impacted more since
the Industrial Revolution than others, and that these impacts are linked to labor issues. In
addition to those injustices mentioned above, Port communities and BIPOC communities have a
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whole range of other issues in their communities such as fair rights for workers and wage
disparities.

5.6 Recognitional Justice and Colonialism in Offshore Wind
When discussing how topics such as racism and colonialism impact offshore wind, an
understanding of the past injustices that have plagued Black and Brown communities is necessary
before speaking about any potential gains that could be made from renewable energy. “While
industries like offshore wind power are poised to bring $100 billion to U.S. economies in less than
ten years, for Black and brown communities like mine to benefit, we have to first address the
underlying racism that keeps us saying ‘we can’t breathe’,” says “Rebecca”. Rebecca is aware that
while offshore wind might be a renewable source of energy that avoids most pollution and is
better for the climate, it’s still a source of energy and thus a source of inequitable profit for some.

Some respondents were also well aware of Rhode Island’s connection to slavery. “The Port of
Providence was one of the largest slave centers in the Northeast” says “Barbara”. ”I think it’s
going to take a lot more than clean energy to reconcile that.”

Racism is a multi-faceted ideology that can be found in many aspects of respondents’ lives
including where energy facilities are sited and also how the benefits are distributed. “[Racism
exists] in who is able to purchase housing and the redlining that exists in frontline communities.
It's no coincidence that our black and brown neighborhoods in Providence are right next to a
major highway, which also contributes to increased asthma rates. Those neighborhoods have the
most lead pipes as well so there's a lot including the infrastructure or the business that exists in
the Port of Providence that needs to be fixed,” reiterates “Barbara”. Comments like this
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exemplify that climate change and income inequality are not the only pressing concerns that
some respondents have.

However, there was overall disagreement between respondents about the connection between
offshore wind and racism. Some felt that these topics could not be connected. “Sandra,” a white
professional who works for a nonprofit focused on conservation, told me that racism is deeply
personal and institutionalized. “I’m not sure one industry can tackle something like that.”

But Barbara, a Black politician said, “I think it can be one of the tools to address some of the
elements of racism but it has to be more than just offering equitable access to affordable energy.
It’s about who is able to access this energy. The conversations about which communities need to
be prioritized will, in some ways, bring up the conversation. It'll come up when we talk about
energy access to our most vulnerable communities.”

It remains to be seen if ongoing colonialism will be perpetuated by the rush to develop industrial
scale offshore wind. The Tribal Relations Liaison that Ørsted recently brought onboard is an
acknowledgement that there isn’t enough input from Tribes in the development process and it
may be a recognition from the company that there is a cultural need for boundaries and
sovereignty. Ørsted seems to recognize that they need a manager who understands this explicitly
and can work with Tribes legitimately. When asked if Ørsted recognizes Tribal ecological
knowledge in the offshore wind industry, “Tim”, who works for an offshore wind developer,
replied that they were trying to incorporate those aspects into their operations but hadn’t done
so yet. They stated that while they haven’t done much work in Providence, they are trying to
build relationships with the Narragansett Indian Tribe outside of the city. This is critical because
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even though Block Island – the site of America’s first offshore wind farm - was visited by Native
Americans for over 6,000 years, developers of the wind farm may have enabled the solidification
of settler narratives by erasing public reference to current Native Americans on the island in their
procedural practices (mentioned by Moore, Canfield and Frazier, 2019).

“Tribes have been in the areas [where offshore wind farms are located] for millennia and they
have information that takes scientists years to confirm via quantitative analysis,” says “Tim.
“Tribes have known through their generations of living in the area that there are certain parts of
the ocean or certain movements of the marine mammals that interplay with one another. We
should take a more holistic view of how you address these issues instead of trying to isolate or
control one variable.”

At the moment, the Port of Providence still brings big polluting industries into the backyards of
black and brown families. However, a transition to offshore wind could herald changing the
ubiquitous inequities in the city regarding energy by bringing jobs, energy discounts, and more
energy transparency to some of the most affected frontline communities in Providence. “The
transition to an economy that favors development of offshore wind can bring up conversations
about how energy access to the most vulnerable communities should be prioritized,” says
“Rebecca.” “There's always still going to be a lot of undertones and racism and the haves and
have nots [with offshore wind] because we're still living in that structure,” she says.

Simply decarbonizing our energy system will not fix the problems that have plagued black and
brown communities. To ensure environmental, energy, and climate justice, Providence needs so
much more help. “What the city can do is commit to not building out in the same way that the oil
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and gas industry did and make sure that they're committed to comprehensive community
engagement,” says “Elaine”. “They need to make sure that they're committed to clear guidelines
for how frontline communities are going to be enabled and supportive to participate in the
industry. [The city needs to make sure that they are] programmatic across as many projects as
possible. [They need to make sure that all partnerships are not] just one off partnerships, but
meaningful long-term partnerships that help people access the benefits of the resource in terms
of racial equality.” In short, the city has to be careful to avoid being transactional as it transitions
to offshore wind.

Colonialism and racism exist in harmony because colonial empire has depended on the creation
of a racial hierarchy and to the extent that racism still exists, forms colonialism also must exist
(Jackson, 2009).
How we transition and how we distribute cleaner energy in a fundamentally racist society will
affect whether our transition to renewable energy has an impact on the legacy of slavery and
colonialism.
It is important that developers recognize the regional and local histories of racism and colonialism
that have been entwined with energy production and distribution for hundreds of years. Such a
recognition could justify the need for a community liaison who can explain these topics and how
they relate to a just transition and energy justice in greater detail. Only by having these
conversations can we begin to make reparations for past mistakes or else we are sure to make
the same mistakes again.

5.7 Summary of Results
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Elements of procedural, distributive and recognitional justice came up when speaking about how
offshore wind could better serve Providence, Rhode Island, and address the existing forms of
injustice and equity issues the city currently faces. Procedural justice is relevant here in the sense
that respondents felt that information about offshore wind was opaque. If developers worked
with a liaison to better explain how the energy system operated and how it could address equity
issues, respondents might be less confused by the system. Respondents also felt that the process
by which they received electricity was opaque and not well understood, but that there were
definitely disparities in access to clean energy options.

Aspects of distributive justice came up in the sense that respondents felt that their electricity bills
were too high or too high for marginalized communities, and some felt that they had to make a
choice between paying for energy or paying other bills. They also overwhelmingly did not
approve of the monopoly power the electricity company held over this service. It was also
pointed out that if there were any financial benefits from our purchase of offshore wind, it should
be directed to the poorest customers first.

Recognitional justice came up because respondents were aware of the pollution that was
ubiquitous in their part of the city and were aware that energy challenges depend on your class
and race and on historical forms of injustice including slavery, redlining, and colonial land and
knowledge dispossession. Those who rent compared to those who own a home have significantly
fewer options to use renewable energy and are more likely to be people of color in a city like
Providence. Some respondents were adamant that environmental racism exists in the city and
especially affects people who live near the Port of Providence, for instance, compared to those
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who live on the East Side. They advocate for a greater recognition of this kind of environmental
injustice.

Offshore wind may be able to play a role in bringing about changes to all these types of injustices
while also providing jobs to communities that have been typically underrepresented. However, if
offshore wind is more environmentally sustainable but just as expensive (if not more) as the fossil
fuel powered grid, then energy justice will not have been achieved. Concordantly, if we only have
an energy “expansion” and not a true “transition” by simply adding on offshore wind to the
energy grid without ever getting rid of the fossil fuel industry, then energy justice will not be
achieved either because the other injustices beyond costs will not have been recognized or
addressed.
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6: Conclusion and Recommendations

6.1 Summary
This pilot case study aimed to strengthen my understanding of the perceptions of environmental,
energy, and climate justice in a city about to receive an influx of renewable energy and
infrastructure from the offshore wind industry. Wind developers have announced millions of
dollars in investment to create a foundation manufacturing facility in Providence, Rhode Island
that will serve a variety of offshore wind farms in the New England area. Most of this commercial
activity today has been consolidated in the Fields Point area served by ProvPort, Inc, which also
happens to be the source for much of the fossil fuel industry’s base of operation. Much of this
commercial activity also happens to be directly adjacent to where frontline communities are
located, which include many BIPOC residents. Health outcomes for people of color in Providence
are lower when compared to white people, due to the effects of structural racism and
oppression. In December 2021, a Project Labor Agreement (PLA) was reached between Ørsted,
Eversource, and the North American Building Trades Union (NABTU) to construct the company’s
U.S. offshore wind farms with an American union workforce. This agreement is supposed to “set
the bar for working conditions and equity, inject hundreds of millions of dollars in middle-class
wages into the American economy, create apprenticeship and career opportunities for
communities most impacted by environmental injustice (NABTU, 2022, paragraph 1.”
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Based on my initial research with 19 key informants (74% from Providence), it is clear that some
respondents value the prospect of offshore wind but that they also value the end of inequitable
models of energy production that disproportionately harm and continually marginalize specific
communities in their city. Through interviews, I gained insight into the concerns residents had
related to energy, its cost, where inequalities tied to the energy economy could be found, and
the greatest environmental and equity threats faced by residents of the city. My research shows
that key informants are unhappy with the monopoly power over where their energy came from,
unhappy with the inequitable cost of electricity bills, and believe that places around the Port of
Providence are the most affected by the confluence of climate change, pollution, colonialism, and
racism. Aside from climate change and sea level rise, air quality and water quality are other issues
that residents have along with the fallout from many generations of exclusion and
disenfranchisement. Some informants are optimistic that the offshore wind industry could
provide equity to ratepayers, could provide jobs to more people, and could provide a community
liaison to help explain energy policies to the community. There is also belief that any cost saving
benefits from offshore wind should flow to the state’s poorest customers. And yet there is
uncertainty about whether the offshore wind industry can substantively address historical and
contemporary forms of racism and colonial inequities that continue to affect the state and its
capital city because these were seen as entrenched, systemic problems.

Recent legislation such as the Act on Climate or the Renewable Energy Standard Act which
requires the state to commit to 100% renewable energy by 2033 are indicators that Rhode Island
is moving in the right direction in terms of climate. Groups such as Climate Jobs RI that are
pushing for more workers’ rights are examples of how this can be done equitably. While a Power
Purchase Agreement (PPA) has already been signed between wind developers and the PUC for
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the Revolution Wind project, more legislation has been enacted for another 600-1,000MW of
offshore wind and no developer has been identified and no PPA has been agreed for this. This
offshore wind project in the pipeline represents the best chance to push forward an ambitious
community benefit agreement that ensures equity for frontline communities in Providence in the
form of jobs, an energy liaison, and energy discounts. If done correctly, offshore wind has the
ability to break the bonds of the racist and inequitable fossil fuel economy that already exists or,
if done incorrectly, bound the citizens of the region in high energy bills and maintain the
inequitable status quo.

6.2 Study Limitations
Due to the pandemic, the sample size for this study was small and not necessarily reflective of the
opinions of the entire community it hoped to analyze. Of the 19 interviewees, three selfidentified as Latinx, two as African American, and one as Native American. Providence’s
demographics are 48.1% Hispanic and 13.9% African American so a larger Hispanic
representation would have been more beneficial. This small sample size impacts the validity of
my experiment – the results are questionable when it comes to representing perspectives from
minoritized populations.

6.3 Recommendations for Future Policy and Research
Suggestions for further research based on this study:
1. Increase the sample size of participants involved in equity studies.
2. Include more people of color in interviews, especially residents of frontline communities.
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3. Continue investigating environmental justice communities and historically marginalized
groups in areas where offshore wind energy will be constructed. Policy writers need to
connect offshore wind to marginalized populations, not just coastal fishermen and
homeowners.

Suggestions for future policy based on this study:
1. Work with a community liaison from frontline communities to improve bi-directional
information sharing between offshore wind developers and affected communities.
2. With consultation from marginalized communities, create an offshore wind supported
community fund for green affordable housing or removing lead pipes.
3. Clean up areas of the city that have been affected by fossil fuel infrastructure, plant
trees, or

rectify some of the damages caused by the fossil fuel economy.

4. Revitalize the coastal access in Providence that’s been sacrificed to industrial use so
residents

in frontline communities have a place to go on hot days.

6.4 Conclusion
This research consisted of three objectives: 1) understand the range of perspectives, attitudes,
knowledge and beliefs held by key stakeholders about offshore wind farm and other alternative
energy developments near the Port of Providence; 2) based on this information, explore which
approaches to alternative energy and emerging plausible scenarios would best meet the needs of
the community; and 3) envision what a just energy transition might look like in Providence and
nearby coastal urban areas. To do this I investigated the environmental, energy, and climate
injustices of the current energy system in Providence, Rhode Island and asked how offshore wind
could ameliorate some of those inequities. Through interviews with nineteen key informants, I
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gained insight into how the energy system works (or doesn’t work) in Providence, Rhode Island,
and how people felt about energy justice.

My research showed that key informants were concerned about the presence of fossil fuels and
the associated pollution and upset with costs and the lack of transparency in their current energy
system. Due to the overwhelming environmental injustices experienced by the citizens of
Providence, the coming clean energy revolution must recognize those communities that have
been left behind and ensure that those who have suffered the most from the injustices of the
fossil fuel industry will benefit from the renewable energy industry. By transitioning to offshore
wind without addressing such underlying inequities such as the lack of transparency, an
inequitable workforce, and the systemic forms of racism that created frontline communities, the
state runs the risk of delegitimizing marginalized communities and making a just energy transition
impossible. The offshore wind industry must take the concerns of frontline communities seriously
or else it will perpetuate the same forms of racial and environmental injustices that have
stemmed from the fossil fuel economy for hundreds of years. These are communities that have
borne the brunt of undue pollution in their neighborhoods for too long, and that have been left
out of prior economic developments. A transition to offshore wind, if done correctly, could mean
that these communities would directly participate in ameliorating these harms. Recognition of
the effects of colonialism and racism warrants the need for much better lines of communication
between energy developers and marginalized communities.

Many politicians and decision makers have already decided that the best approach to attaining
enough renewable energy (and hopefully eliminating some of the fossil fuel industries that have
become entrenched in frontline communities of Providence) will be through adoption of offshore
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wind technology. At present, it remains to be seen if offshore wind can create equitable
negotiations with residents of Providence at the local level. Based on my interviews, to offer
equity to affected communities I recommended that developers work with a community liaison
and that any cost-savings be applied to the lowest-income residents. The creation of a
community fund is also recommended and potential projects in the Port of Providence related to
renewable energy transitions should be decided upon by the community. Potential programs that
the wind industry could participate in may include tree planting, removal of lead pipes, or
cleaning up of the only urban coastal access point. To encourage inclusion and diversity in the
workforce and participation from residents of these communities in the offshore wind workforce,
programs that encourage and train residents that have no specialized skills through an
apprenticeship program would be essential. Adding offshore wind is not seen as the only way to
ensure a just energy transition, and if applied incorrectly it could exacerbate inequality, and yet
offshore wind has the potential to ameliorate some of the generational injustices in the city of
Providence.
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Appendix A: Verbal Consent Form
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Appendix B: Sample Questions
These questions act more as a guide than as a script. I jumped around, ignored some, and added
others depending on how the conversation was proceeding.
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SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. Please state your name, occupation, and experience with offshore wind.
2. In your opinion, how do you interpret the energy challenges for the state of Rhode Island,
and more specifically, the city of Providence?
3. Can renewable energy provide enough energy for the citizens of Providence?
4. What will renewable energy provide to the citizens of Providence?
5. What are the biggest challenges faced by people in this city when it comes to providing
reliable energy and does it differ depending on your race, gender and/or class? If so,
how?
6. What are the biggest hurdles that need to be overcome in the city when transitioning
from fossil fuels to renewable energy? Is a “just transition” possible?
7. What transition hurdles do you think PVD will have when it comes to adopting wind
energy?
8. What kind of specific benefits could be given from offshore wind developers to
communities in the city to help transition to renewable sources of energy?
9. Do you think it’s necessary and appropriate that energy developers recognize frontline
communities?
10. How could offshore wind developers offer equity to frontline communities in
Providence?
11. Are there any specific benefits that you think offshore wind developers should or could
provide to frontline communities?
12. Who, in your opinion, are the least advantaged citizens of the city in your opinion and
why?
13. Does climate change impact these citizens more than other citizens of Providence?
14. How can the city ensure equity when it comes to providing renewable energy to its
citizens?
15. What is the largest threat faced by citizens of Providence with regard to climate change?
16. Are some people at more of a disadvantage than others from climate change?
17. Can offshore wind address the racist past of Providence?
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18. What disparities do you imagine exist between frontline communities and other
residents of the city? Similarly, are there any race/gender/class based issues presented
by renewable energy?
19. What will renewable energy provide to the citizens of Providence?
20. Do you think offshore wind can address the colonialist nature with how Providence was
founded?
21. Do you think the city can tackle income inequality and racial justice with offshore wind
energy, specifically? If so, how? If not, why not?
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